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February 9, 1943 — February 28, 1978

Bertel Sigfred Pedersen’s death on February 28, 1978, following surgical implications deprived the Department 

of Comparative Literature of its youngest and one of its most wonderfully gifted members. Pedersen had barely 

passed his thirty-fifth birthday—and the tenth anniversary of his residence in the United States—when he died, 

but the scant measure of his years scarcely reflected the ripeness of his erudition and wisdom. Though Pedersen 

himself would have been the first to laugh off the phrase “pure intellectual” (Pedersen laughed easily) as suggesting 

more of mummified scholasticism than of humane learning, few of his generation lived the life of the mind as 

resolutely and harmoniously as he lived it; and though he participated in the activities of the department and the 

college as fully as anybody, at bottom he subscribed to the injunctive “From these distractions, fly” as fit notice to 

the scholar-teacher. His homes were the library and the classroom.

A native of Denmark, Bertel Sigfred Pedersen was born in Nørresundby northern Jutland on February 9, 1943. 

He received his early schooling in the nearby city of Aalborg. After his family moved south to Hornslet, Bertel 

attended Aarhus Katedraskole, from which he graduated in 1962. From 1962 to 1966 he studied Danish literature 

and philology and comparative literature at Aarhus University, at that time the center of comparative studies in 

northern Europe and home of the leading Scandinavian comparatist, Erik Lunding. The year after his graduation 

Bertel came to this country to pursue his doctoral work in comparative literature at the University of Illinois; he 

received his Doctor of Philosophy in the summer of 1971. The same year he was appointed assistant professor of 

comparative literature at Cornell, the position he held at the time of his death.

It may well have been a temperamental affinity with his subject that led Pedersen to choose as the topic of his 

doctoral dissertation “The Theory and Practice of Parody,” for, despite an almost lifelong struggle against physical 

pain, Pedersen’s bent—in theory and practice—expressed itself essentially in his humor and an intractable sense of 

the comic: to his friends and his work alike he brought the playfulness and the sophisticated wit that reflected the 

spirit of his favorite writers. And despite his upbringing among the “happy nations of the moral North,” or more 

likely because of it (Bertel had a penchant for quoting and a penchant for elaborating his syntax in parentheses), 

Bertel developed a certain quixotic passion for American manners and mores, forever quoting statistics from the 

latest sports matches or discoursing on the latest in movies, rock groups, and media events.
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At the same time he never lost touch with his roots. Very much a family person, he revisited Denmark nearly 

every year; last Christmas was his last reunion with his parents and homeland. And he loved to divert his chums 

with histories and vignettes of Danish customs, Denmark’s inner as well as outer “profile,” her tedious traditions 

and modern accommodations— speaking in his slightly probing, deliberate manner, often with that affectionate 

belittlement and friendly irony that seem to be among the Danes’ birthrights.

In his curriculum vitae Pedersen owned to a “working” knowledge of eight languages. The fact is that he could 

have conducted a class in Old Norse with his left hand before walking into a class on the New Critics, and taught 

both with meticulous precision. Emphatically, in his pedagogy and his publications, he focused on the modernists, 

notably the modern novelists, as the source of his solicitude, though his course descriptions in themselves reveal 

his genuine scope: European and American poetry, the European novel, myth and literature, literary theory from 

Russian formalism to French structuralism, the Scandinavian playwrights, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche.

In his conduct as a teacher Bertel displayed the finely honed humor and total scrupulosity that he displayed 

elsewhere; and it is mere fairness to note that he largely attracted and appealed to the brightest undergraduate 

and graduate students. Again, his painstaking and leisurely attention to a given text (or call it absence of negative 

capability) was such that he was known to spend half the term on a novel by one of his most cherished authors—

and then be asked by his undergraduate constituency kindly to spend the rest of the term on the book. Had 

he needed an uplifting excuse for his expansiveness beyond the mandate of his students, he need only to have 

turned to the first page of the novel under discussion, which happens to promote the opportune thesis that “only 

the truly exhaustive is truly amusing.” The amusement and insight were always there: as one of Bertel’s students 

once remarked, “What a pleasure to be taught Kierkegaard by a Dane!” Kierkegaard a pleasurable object? Exactly; 

because exactingly.

In his writing as in his teaching, Pedersen managed to cut across genre lines almost programmatically: literary 

criticism, philosophy, fiction, drama, poetry—all the gay sciences and scientists from Nietzsche to Nabokov, Ibsen 

to Ionesco, Lotman to Lacan. Pedersen broke into print in 1969 with an essay in Danish on Northrop Frye, and 

his productiveness in the brief span left to him never slackened. Among his major articles, a piece on Kierkegaard’s 

pseudonymous texts deserves to be singled out for the sure- fingered erudition and analytic clarity with which 

Pedersen guides the reader through Kierkegaard’s labyrinthine pseudo-seriosities.

In his major work, Parodiens teori, published in Denmark last year, Pedersen examines with astonishing 

concentration the whole problem of parody as a reflex of the modern literary sensibility; the book combines vast 
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tracts of aesthetic theory with sustained readings of some half-dozen performers in the parodic mode—Mann, 

Joyce, Borges, Beckett. As an essay in applied criticism alone the book is concisely first-rate. It parts radically from 

the customary maiden academic book in that in range and depth it far outstrips Pedersen’s doctoral thesis, which 

served as no more than preliminary exercise and was to form its nucleus. It parts, too, from most substantial works 

of criticism in being accessible to both the specialist and the sensitive common reader—provided the specialist 

and common reader know Danish. Its translation into handier languages will be a mere matter of time: on its 

publication, the foremost Scandinavianist in America called for its translation into English as essential.

Among his literary remains, Pedersen left nearly complete or formulated essays on Borges, Nabokov, and Dinesen—

writers whose fine frisks and gambols and curlicues and intellectual gamesmanship he watched with marvelous 

gusto. His book reviews—models of their kind—display Bertel’s commitment to modern critical theory.

In Bertel we lost one of the most active and conscientious members of the department. He served as field 

representative in his last year; the year before his death he initiated and conducted a series of weekly proseminars 

for faculty members and graduate students in comparative literature— conducted them so skillfully that in the 

judgment of the participants most public lectures pall in the comparison.

Bertel’s parents, Sigfred and Ebba Pedersen of Hornslet; his wife, Jane, and stepdaughter, Melora, of Ithaca; and 

a sister, Mrs. Inger Steen- Mikkelsen, survive him. The crowd of friends, students, and colleagues who attended 

a memorial service for him on March 14, 1978, merely confirmed how deeply this quiet young man had touched 

each of them in some distinctive way. His parting was sudden and unforeseen: the arrows of death fly unseen at 

noon.

W. Wolfgang Holdheim, William J. Kennedy, Edgar Rosenberg
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