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AN “EXTRA-VAGANT” SCHOLAR

James MclIntosh

I first knew Maria Irene Ramalho Santos as a student in a two-
-semester graduate survey of American literature I taught at Yale
some forty-seven years ago. She came to the class with a thorough
background in English and European literatures, but without much
familiarity with American literature, a renegade and upstart field of
inquiry even in the United States at that time. Thus in her choice
of fields she already showed her adventurous spirit. She was more
mature and wiser than most members of the seminar. She brought
not only a cosmopolitan perspective but also a tenacious moral im-
agination to our discussions. I continued to take an interest in her
work during her years at Yale and we have shared our writings and
our intellectual concerns ever since.

Professor Ramalho Santos is in her own terms an “extra-vagant”
scholar, with the Thoreauvian capacity to wander beyond ordinary
disciplinary and cultural boundaries. She is not only one of the
leading European scholars of American literature, but also a key
figure in the American Studies movement internationally. Daringly
and extra-vagantly, she has been an advocate for poetry and the
Humanities within American Studies, while remaining open to the
continually self-transforming democratic character of the movement.

Her focus on comparative poetics, the defense and exposition of
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poetry in an international cultural context, is exemplary and virtu-
ally unique in American Studies. In her critical writing her views are
vigorously independent, while informed by her wide knowledge of
different national literatures and critical traditions. Her independ-
ence, however, is balanced by a generosity of spirit. Her gratitude
for her learning is evident in all her writings.

I experienced Professor Ramalho Santos’s energetic generosity
when she invited me to give a lecture and conduct a seminar at
Coimbra in May, 2001. She organized my visit thoughtfully and
efficiently, welcomed me effusively, and made the whole series of
events one of the most rewarding experiences in my career. It was
clear to me also that she had developed an extraordinary center for
the study of American literature and especially poetry at Coimbra,
one of the liveliest and most engaged community of scholars and
readers I have ever observed. I am extremely grateful to her for her
hospitality then and for her intellectual friendship throughout my
career. I am not alone in my gratitude. Her hospitality and generos-
ity to poets and scholars from many places have helped to foster a

world community in the Humanities, with a center at Coimbra.
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