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Introduction

LAURA MARCUS AND PETER NICHOLLS

As the first Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century English Literature, this
volume has a difficult brief. The last century has yet to compose itself defini-
tively as a ‘period’, and our volume has to reckon with the fact that the con-
cluding phases of the century will often prompt provisional comment rather
than a sense of summative closure. The volume also covers a period in which
questions of history and nation are particularly volatile, and while taking its
place in an extended series of literary histories, recognises that for its precur-
sors ‘English’ has generally been a less contentious term than it is now. In this
History, ‘Englishness” is not merely a given attribute of the literature under
discussion, but a cultural condition in which complex questions of identity
and location are constantly at stake.

It is also important to note here that the volume is intended as a history
rather than as a Companion or as an anthology of essays on the period. In
that sense it reflects a particular self-consciousness in the period itself about
historical change and the changing relation of cultural forms. The History thus
recognises the claims for cultural innovation and modernisation that charac-
terise the beginning of the period at the same time as it attends analytically
to the more profound patterns of continuity and development which avant-
garde tendencies characteristically underplay. Along with this tension between
change and continuity — and perhaps another version of it — is the troubled
relation of internationalist perspectives to nationalist ones. British Modernism
was an exilic phenomenon (hardly ‘English’ at all) and at its height mounted
a radical attack on British society and government in their most settled and
conservative forms. England and Englishness were criticised from the out-
side as avant-gardism was increasingly equated with cosmopolitanism. This
particular tension is one that informs the History as a whole; indeed, it pro-
vides one of its principal armatures. After the High Modernist phase of the
twenties, we find an increasing attraction to forms of localism and region-
alism, and consequently a redefined sense of what constitutes ‘Englishness’

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



LAURA MARCUS AND PETER NICHOLLS

and ‘Britishness’. While a strand of Modernist cosmopolitanism outlived the
Modernist momentitself, it frequently existed alongside a literature concerned
more directly with local specificities of class and place. We may detect, in fact,
an increasing and related concern with national identities, as a coherent idea(l)
of ‘Englishness’ fragmented under pressure from the devolved communities
of Northern Ireland, Wales and Scotland. The process of dispersal gained fur-
ther momentum from emerging concepts of postcolonial identity and from
a renewed ‘cosmopolitanisation’ of British literature by writers with roots in
the Commonwealth nations and the Caribbean.

As this example suggests, the tendency in the cultural scene that this vol-
ume explores is towards a greater complexity that resists easy categorisation
and clear-cut chronological phases. The volume provides an extended history
of the literature of the twentieth century, but one whose linear structure is
complicated by cross-connecting themes and topics, different viewpoints and
often overlapping chronologies. The History is also attentive to the fact that
the chronologies of literary production and reception have their own distinc-
tive forms, and that the impact of historical events on creative activities is
often indirect and inflected by the imaginative processes of reconstruction.
The volume is, of course, itself one such process, marked in particular by the
continuing sense of the twentieth century’s proximity to our own present, and
this in turn is complicated by the fact that the century’s temporal boundaries
may be at odds with its defining cultural moments. So while the volume is
broadly concerned to situate the works it discusses in a familiar unfolding his-
tory, cultural periodisation often cuts against that grain. We begin not in 1900
but with a section on “Writing Modernity’, which traces responses to modern
life through late nineteenth-century Decadence and explores the generation
of writers whose work crosses the century divide. The closing chapters of
the volume are for their part necessarily provisional in their presentation of a
cultural scene whose contours are yet to acquire full definition.

Movements, phases, influences — these are the usual currency of cultural
histories and they are much in evidence in this volume. At the same time,
though, our narrative acknowledges the increasingly multifaceted nature of
the literary scene as it reveals tensions between high and low culture, between
avant-gardism and tradition, between the national and the international and
so on. The volume is inevitably much preoccupied with the question of what
constitutes the ‘literary” and is for that reason increasingly attuned to the am-
biguousborders between genres. Thisis a period, of course, that saw the rise of
new technologies of representation and communication. Cinema, along with
other new and emergent media, provided crucial contexts for understanding
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developments in literary Modernism and, more broadly, the cultural debates
of the period — debates, for example, over mass and minority culture and the
reception of culture. The volume also examines the construction and repre-
sentation of literary culture by the new media and the ways in which forms
of voice and vision shaped literary expression. Radio produced a new kind of
drama, while television film led to the return of a theatrical naturalism which
also strongly influenced developments in the novels of the 1950s and 60s. In
the last decades of the century the Postmodern work often borrowed from
film, television, video, music and performance, media which interacted with
and newly shaped the possibilities of textual representation.

Popular fictions have an important place in this literary history, and several
chapters investigate the phenomenon of the bestseller and twentieth-century
developments in genre or niche publishing, demonstrating an increasing in-
terchangeability between journalism, consumer culture and popular fiction.
The volume explores the cultural and historical determinants of the ‘anti-
Modernisms’ of the middle decades of the century, considering the part played
by the media—in particular, literary journalism and radio — in shaping the dom-
inant image of ‘literary culture’, and the extent to which the new class fraction
ofliterary producers reacted against an ‘elitist’ avant-gardism. There was a per-
ception, too, of a widening split between the professional critic and the com-
mon reader. The 1930s saw the emergence of a vociferous, non-bellettristic,
literary criticism that propelled the academic study of literature in significant
new directions and claimed a renewed Arnoldian centrality for literary texts.
In the post-war period, this redefinition of the role of writers and intellectu-
als continued but with a new consciousness of working-class cultures. These
years also witnessed a resurgence of national self-consciousness which was
simultaneously contested by a new cosmopolitanism, fuelled in its turn by
resurgent continental philosophies of existence. That philosophy should thus
consort with imaginative writing indicates the growing proximity of ‘the-
ory’ to the creative arts. In the period after 1970, the influence of European
thought reached increasingly beyond the academy. Ideas drawn from Post-
Structuralism, Deconstruction and psychoanalysis were absorbed by writers
and artists, and led to radical reappraisals of concepts of language, subjectivity
and ideology. The impact of theory on literary criticism instigated contro-
versies over the canon, the ‘death of the author’, and other anti-metaphysical
conceptions of the literary work. The legacy of these controversies continues to
be felt in criticism and in academic study, notably in recent discussions of Post-
modernism. The volume presents no singular and conclusive account of these
developments, seeking rather to register their complexity and to understand

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



LAURA MARCUS AND PETER NICHOLLS

them as part of an ongoing and unresolved critical debate. At the same time, it
does now seem clear that Modernism must be seen not simply as a movement
belonging to the early decades of the century, but as a tendency that lives
a rich and discontinous life across the period as a whole. The notion of the
Postmodern, in apparent violation of its own terms, has not proven to be an
efficient periodising concept that clearly situates us in a context distinct from
modernity; rather, it affirms a continuing and troubled relation to a moder-
nity that we cannot evade. A number of our contributors, writing on the last
decades of the century, have found Postmodernism to be a useful, if not un-
avoidable concept, while others have attended to the persistence of Modernist
strands late into the century. Others have sought different categories alto-
gether, particularly in writing of postcolonial literatures and the literatures of
diaspora.

We begin with Part I, “Writing Modernity’, which discerns traces of Mod-
ernism’s pre-history in fin-de-siécle Decadence, presenting this older generation
as to some degree preparing the way for the more self-consciously experimen-
tal work of the Modernist writers. This first section of the History explores
a number of major themes whose subsequent manifestations will be traced
in later chapters: concepts of identity, private and public; the changing rela-
tion of literature to nationalism; the redefinition of style and its opposition
to ‘thetoric’ in fin-de-siécle writing; the characterisation of the aesthetic as a
kind of autonomous realm; empire fictions and their interactions with Mod-
ernist writing; the cultural interchange between Britain and France; the post-
Romantic response to scientific developments; the impact of anthropology
at the turn of the century; the response to commodification and the devel-
oping literary marketplace; the significance of a gendered aesthetic and of a
modernity whose newness was encapsulated in models of an evolving and
progressive femininity.

Part 2, “The Emerging Avant-garde’, considers what is arguably the second
phase of Modernism’s pre-history, exploring the ambiguous positioning of
Edwardian and Georgian writers on the divide between realism and Mod-
ernism. The History begins a multifaceted examination of the century’s new
aesthetic, tracing its formation as an avant-garde tendency and examining
the political and economic conditions which gave it its definitive character.
Here contributors reconstruct the London of the period, analysing the differ-
ent forms of interaction that sustained an avant-garde grouping of writers and
artists, deriving from very different social and national backgrounds. The ques-
tion of class and ‘classlessness’ is important here, for it is arguably the case that
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in the rigidly defined pre-1914 class system foreign intellectuals had a particular
kind of class mobility that allowed them to move relatively easily between, for
example, the Lyons Corner House and the literary salon. Separate chapters
are devoted to an account of ‘the arts of publicity” in the period before the war,
exploring the vital role played in the dissemination of the new Modernism by
little magazines, some of which (like The New Freewoman) had clearly marked
political agendas that did not necessarily accord with the primarily aesthetic
aims of this phase of avant-garde activity. Exploration of ‘the political scene’
further opens this set of questions, especially with regard to suffragism and
its contradictory relations to a predominantly male avant-garde. The section
closes with a historical account of the Great War, gauging its impact on cul-
tural activity in Britain, and opening up the category of war-writing beyond
combatant literature in order to examine the ubiquity of war-consciousness
in the texts of the period.

The History then moves in Part 3, ‘Modernism and its Aftermath, 1918—
1945, to an exploration of developments in prose writing after the cessation
of hostilities, deploying the concept of ‘trauma’ to trace the movements of
remembering and repetition that characterise so much post-war writing. It
examines the ways in which the literature of this period was shaped by acts
of confrontation with and evasion of the immediate past, focusing on narra-
tive and psychological experiments with time. This concern with temporality
informed the major work of such Modernists as Joyce, Woolf, Ford, Conrad,
Lawrence and Lewis, issuing in an increasing preoccupation with the phe-
nomenology of consciousness. This is in many ways the best-known aspect of
the period’s writing, at least insofar as that is represented by the products of
High Modernism. At the same time, the volume recognises the achievement
of novelists situated outside and, at times, in opposition to Modernist aesthet-
ics and is alert to connections between different groupings. The medium of
satire offers perhaps the most powerful example of such permeability between
categories of writer that are normally held to be exclusive, bringing into con-
junction such different novelists of modern life as Wyndham Lewis and Evelyn
Waugh.

The section moves to a more extended consideration of the new poetics and
its engagement with modernity on the one hand, and with myth and tradition
on the other. This double temporality was at the heart of psychoanalytic
thinking, the emergence of which variously affected writing in this period,
opening possibilities of a new language for the unconscious. Biography and
autobiography had a particular significance in the first decades of the century
as conduits through which psychoanalysis entered cultural life, bringing into
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being the concept of a distinctively modern subjectivity. At the same time, the
‘New Biography” was an aspect of the burgeoning cultures of publicity and
public life in the 1920s. Developments in popular fiction, theatre and cinema
were indissolubly linked with the articulation of a newly politicised culture
during the 1930s, as writers and intellectuals sought to negotiate aesthetic
questions in relation to the contesting ideologies of the time. Thirties writing
here connected briefly and problematically with European avant-gardism in
the work of the English Surrealists. The section closes with World War II,
considered from two angles and from a number of locations. Travel writings
of the immediate pre-war period portrayed a world of contested and closed
borders, making familiar maps opaque and uncertain. The writing of World
War Il emerged not only from the experiences of international theatres of war,
but from London as a city under siege, its ruins opening it up to a buried past
and an uncertain future.

Writing the history of the second half of the twentieth century raises central
questions about continuity and change. To answer these, Part 4 of the History,
‘Post-war Cultures, 1945-1970’, investigates the role of writers and intellectuals
in the project of cultural reconstruction. Questions of class and education
assumed a new importance as traditional images came under pressure from
movements of devolution and migration that reassigned relations between
centre and so-called peripheries. A further tension in the period was once
again between the demands of nationalism and internationalism, played out
in the cultural sphere as a new set of arguments for and against Modernism.
With questions of national and regional identity high on the agenda, the varied
responses to these frequently determined writers’ handling of the Modernist
legacy.

Part 5, “Towards the Millennium’, explores the literature and culture of the
last thirty years of the century. ‘Culture’ becomes all-pervasive, appearing in
one guise as the pernicious vehicle of capitalist ideology, and in another as the
utopian expression of an alternative society. The example of American soci-
ety, with its ostentatious commitment to newness and opportunity, offered a
powerful alternative to what was frequently thought of in the period as British
provincialism and laid the foundations for what would soon be much talked
about as Postmodernism. The period saw at once the rapid expansion of genre
fiction and the rise of new publishing initiatives, particularly through feminist
presses. New spaces also opened in the sphere of theatrical performance, with
the resurgence of a ‘theatre of cruelty’, the celebration of the weakening of
censorship and the relaxing of laws against homosexuality in the late 1960s.
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This sense of a culture poised for radical change was fuelled by a growing
awareness of thriving cultures outside a narrowly conceived English tradition,
with writing from Ireland, Scotland and Wales articulating at once their rela-
tions to the ‘centre’, and their own particular internal divisions of language
and literature. These increasingly prominent literatures were notable for their
combination of experiment with a renewed sense of national history. If this
seems at odds with the dominant paradigm of Postmodernism, it is nonethe-
less the case that in many exemplary instances of ‘depthless’ Postmodern style,
writers have still shown a consistent investment in questions of history, mem-
ory and ethics. This highly charged relation to the past has also been expressed
in the literatures of confession, witness and testimony that contribute to the
expanding field of life-writing.

Much Postmodern literature and theory exploits a generic hybridity that
takes on a sharper cultural and political edge in the literatures and theories of
postcolonialism. Part 5 of the History addresses not only the very wide range
of literatures that has recently been gathered under the postcolonial umbrella,
but the significance, and the limitations, of the term itself. The section explores
the ways in which contemporary postcolonial writing inscribes the clash of
cultures alongside the representation and testing of ‘multiculturalism’. In this
field, the pressures of cultural, ethnic and national diversity render suspect the
very category of ‘English literature’. Yet as the volume shows, while ‘English’
has obviously lost its neutrality as a descriptive term, it still provides a sensi-
tive register of the fictions and fantasies of national identity which literature
continues to articulate. The screw tightens, of course, when ‘literature” itself
is called in question, though the challenge to the primacy of literature from
media and the new technologies has proven a spur rather than a curb to inno-
vation. The resulting literary scene is one that escapes neat summation; this
History comes to its close, recognising that it must be complexity rather than
completion that has the final word.
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I

Science and knowledge at the beginning
of the twentieth century: versions of the
modern Enlightenment

PATRICK PARRINDER

Ursula Brangwen in the laboratory

In his multi-generational novel The Rainbow (1915), D. H. Lawrence shows
his early twentieth-century heroine Ursula Brangwen as a biology student at
Nottingham university college. During her final year of study Ursula has a
conversation with a woman doctor of physics, Dr Frankstone, a materialist
who believes that there is no special mystery to life. Life is simply a ‘complexity
of physical and chemical activities, of the same order as the activities we already
know in science’." As scientific research continues, there is no reason why we
should not come to know everything. But the conversation ends on a note
of uncertainty — Dr Frankstone is, after all, only restating the conventional
outlook of nineteenth-century scientific Positivism — and Ursula, for one, is
not convinced.

Positivism has been defined as “a collection of prohibitions concerning hu-
man knowledge, intended to confine the name “knowledge” or “science” to the
results of those operations that are observable in the evolution of the modern
sciences of nature’.” There is, then, a distinct circularity involved in the claim
that we can come to know everything through scientific research, since science
itself has been allowed to prescribe what counts as knowledge. Dr Frankstone
is speaking for the so-called “classical’ Victorian physics, which would be fun-
damentally challenged in the early twentieth century by Einsteinian relativity,
quantum theory and Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle. Classical physics de-
rives from Newton, butin the late nineteenth century its most influential figure
was Lord Kelvin, whose Laws of Thermodynamics had led to a conception
of the physical universe in which everything could be charted and everything

' D. H. Lawrence, The Rainbow (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1949), p. 440.
* Leszek Kolakowski, Positivist Philosophy: From Hume to the Vienna Circle, trans. Norbert
Guterman (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), p. 18.

II
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was predictable. In what H. G. Wells mockingly called the “Universe Rigid’,
a universal space-time diagram was theoretically possible in which all past
and future events would find their appointed place. To picture the Positivist
conception in this way was, however, to demonstrate its absurdity.

But there was a powerful alternative to the view of the physical universe as-
sociated with the Laws of Thermodynamics. While Lawrence’s Dr Frankstone
isanxious to assimilate biology to physics, Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species
(1859) had suggested that ‘life” had its own laws of reproduction and variation,
leading to an endless prospect of dynamic change. Thus Wells, a Darwinian
and a former biology teacher, argued in ‘Scepticism of the Instrument’ (1905)
that logical analysis could never keep pace with the natural world’s ability to
throw up new and surprising forms. The philosopher T. E. Hulme accused
the scientific Positivists of trying to ‘hold water in a wire cage’. The universe
was not a ‘chess-board’, but a ‘chaotic cinder heap’; and Hulme cited the
radical scepticism of Friedrich Nietzsche, who had argued that “What can be
conceived is necessarily a fiction.” Ursula Brangwen, too, rejects the physical
materialist outlook in which everything can be reduced to matter and energy,
like the movements of billiard balls. But she goes further than this. Studying an
organism under the microscope, she cannot believe that its ‘life” is a mere blind
struggle to adapt and survive, as Darwin’s evolutionary theory had seemed
to imply. Like her creator D. H. Lawrence, Ursula is drawn towards religious
mysticism rather than philosophical scepticism or some form of biological
materialism. She has a moment of revelation in the botany laboratory:

Suddenly in her mind the world gleamed strangely, with an intense light,
like the nucleus of the creature under the microscope. [ ...] She could not
understand what it all was. She only knew that it was not limited mechanical
energy, nor mere purpose of self-preservation and self-assertion. It was a
consummation, a being infinite.*

Ursula is searching for an apprehension of the meaning of life beyond the
bounds of any scientific discipline, but her conception of infinity is post-
Christian as well as post-scientific. For Lawrence and for other modern writers
such as W. B. Yeats, science was no longer opposed to orthodox religion as it
had been in the nineteenth century. No single religion could claim a monopoly
of truth, any more than the scientific universe could; there might, however,
be mystical truths at once hidden by, and latent within, the traditional reli-
gions. The notion of latency is a pervasive aspect of early twentieth-century

3 T. E. Hulme, “The New Philosophy’, New Age, n.s. 5, 10 (1 July 1909), p. 198.

4 Lawrence, The Rainbow, p. 441.
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thought, as we shall see. Butit is also significant that Lawrence locates Ursula’s
rejection of nineteenth-century forms of scientific certainty within a vividly
realised portrayal of the experience of modern higher education.

The university or ‘academy’ embodies nineteenth-century attitudes to
knowledge, bothinits technical andliberal aspects. Itaccommodates both sides
of the ‘science’ versus ‘culture’ debate, which had been initiated in England
in the 1880s by T. H. Huxley and Matthew Arnold. At the same time, the
university was rapidly becoming the dominant intellectual institution of the
new century. Ursula, like the great majority of women students in her time,
attends one of the new civic universities where she isaccepted as a full member
of the student body. She has entered the university as a trainee schoolteacher
(teaching was the only graduate profession fully open to women before World
War I), but she has switched from a general arts course to an honours degree
in botany.

The provincial, ‘redbrick’” English universities mostly began as strictly tech-
nical and vocational institutions, but their original purpose was rapidly diluted
in pursuit of the more prestigious activities of liberal education associated with
Oxford and Cambridge. Atthe same time, the rapid specialisation of knowledge
and its separation into scientific and humanistic disciplines split the university
into competing faculties and departments, each with its own compelling sense
of mission. Ursula’s college is a sham-Gothic edifice, its architecture deliber-
ately recalling the ethos of the medieval universities. Her conversation with
the physicist Dr Frankstone shows her, however briefly, as a member of an
interdisciplinary community of scholars and seekers after truth. But Ursula has
already concluded that the university’s attempt to invoke the ancient virtues
of scholarship is largely fraudulent. The place she is attending is not a temple
of knowledge but an offshoot of industrial society, a ‘little side-show’ to the
mills and factories of Nottingham.> Typically, she makes an exception for her
chosen discipline of plant science — a specialised research environment which
does, apparently, retain some of the ancient virtues. On the afternoon when
Lawrence shows herlooking through the microscope she is a final-year student
examining a new preparation which the professor himselfis excited about; she
is, as we say, pushing at the frontiers of knowledge. But a few weeks later she
herself will sit, and fail, a public examination for her BA, for which she has to
travel to London.

Since 1858 London University degrees had been open to anyone regardless
of institutional affiliation, in sharp contrast to the pastoral education provided

> Ibid., p. 434.
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under the tutorial system at Oxford and Cambridge and, to a lesser extent, by
Ursula’s fledgling university of Nottingham. Ursula in the laboratory works
under the professor’s eye, like a trusted apprentice, but her London University
examination defines education in starkly Positivist terms, as the mastery of a
body of knowledge.® It was precisely this view of knowledge that had been
denounced by the defenders of culture against science. In the mid-twentieth
century the literary critic E. R. Leavis, echoing the Arnold-Huxley debate,
would use D. H. Lawrence’s writings as a touchstone in his attack on C. P
Snow’s advocacy of scientific and technological education.” From the Leavisian
point of view, Ursula’s failure in an examination which simply measured the
acquisition of technical skills and a body of approved knowledge appears
as a vindication for the opponents of Positivism. But Ursula’s experience in
the laboratory also shows that a scientific education could force the student
to question the ultimate meaning of life, perhaps far more effectively than
a classical or literary education would have done. Thus Lawrence, even if
unwittingly, offers strong support to Huxley and Snow as well.

The ‘science of man’ and the ‘Key to All
Mythologies’

For all its self-contradictions there was no obvious alternative to the univer-
sity, either as a location for what was increasingly known as ‘research’ or
as a training-ground for young minds. The university aspired to be open to
any qualified person regardless of class, race or gender, though in practice
(and much more in England than in Scotland) access long remained highly
restricted. It also stood for the pursuit of knowledge as a narrowly professional
calling, though educationists continued to prize the virtues of the generalist
and the gifted amateur. Governments were increasingly aware that a modern
higher education system was needed in the interests of national prosperity
and competitiveness; at the same time, university extension was a response
to the popular demand for a better life. It was no longer acceptable to be
learned and erudite without taking part, in one way or another, in the edu-
cational mission of modern democratic society. The extent of the change can
be seen if we recall the gentlemanly scientists and intellectuals portrayed in
George Eliot’s novel Middlemarch, published in 18712 but set some forty years

¢ See R. D. Anderson, Universities and Elites in Britain since 1800 (Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1992), p. 17.
7 E. R. Leavis, Two Cultures? The Significance of C. P. Snow (London: Chatto & Windus, 1962),

esp. pp. 22-3.
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earlier. Lydgate, a provincial doctor, is working at cell-theory; Farebrother, a
clergyman, is a keen spare-time entomologist and butterfly-hunter; while his
fellow-clergyman Casaubon is a classicist intent on discovering the ‘Key to All
Mythologies’. From an educational standpoint all this knowledge is wasted. In
the real world Charles Darwin, the greatest of nineteenth-century scientists,
was also perhaps the last of the great independent scholars. Huxley, his friend
and champion, who became Professor of Biology and Dean of the Normal
School of Science (soon to be incorporated into Imperial College, England’s
leading technological university) was a much more modern figure.

Supposing that he ever finds it, Casaubon’s ‘Key to All Mythologies’ is not,
apparently, expected to unlock the door of the Anglican religion which he
dutifully preaches every Sunday. The late nineteenth century, however, saw
the establishment of the new ‘Science of Man’, anthropology, whose most in-
fluential practitioners followed Darwin in linking humanity to the biological
kingdom. No sooner had they attained academic recognition than the an-
thropologists launched what could be seen as a concerted attack on theology,
the once undisputed ‘Queen of the Sciences” which had now become intel-
lectually moribund. The new ‘Key to All Mythologies’ clearly was expected
to account for the Christian religion. Colonel Lane Fox Pitt-Rivers had given
his magnificent collection of ethnographic specimens to Oxford University in
1881, and shortly afterwards E. B. Tylor was appointed as the nation’s first
anthropology lecturer. Pitt-Rivers wanted his collection to demonstrate the
‘general principle of evolutionary improvement” across all human culture and
history; ‘history” and ‘evolution’ were, he thought, synonymous terms.® The
“Key to All Mythologies” would thus link archaeology to anthropology and the
physical to the social sciences. It entailed a search for origins and a hypothesis
of universal, more or less linear, development from simpler to more complex
forms. The result was a way of mapping the universe owing far more to the
idea of a genealogical tree than a diagram of forces. Darwin’s two great works
were The Origin of Species and The Descent of Man (1871); the latter was much
discussed in anthropological circles. All human history, it now seemed, was
contained in embryo in what W. H. Auden in ‘Spain 1937” would call ‘the classic
lecture / On the origin of Mankind’.

E. B. Tylor, often regarded as the founding father of British anthropology,
had argued in Primitive Culture (1871) that culture and religion were virtually
identical in tribal societies. What Tylor called ‘animism’ was the fundamental

8 Dan Smith, ‘Evolution and Culture: the Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford’, things, 14
(Summer 2001), p. 17; Lt-Gen. A. Lane Fox Pitt-Rivers, in The Evolution of Culture and
Other Essays, ed. J. L. Myres (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1906), p. 24.
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principle of all religions. The most unforgettable claim to have discovered the
‘Key to All Mythologies’ came, however, not from the anthropology school
at Oxford but from J. G. Frazer of Trinity College, Cambridge. Frazer’s mas-
sive, inspired treatise The Golden Bough (1890-1915) linked the ‘barbarous’ and
‘savage’ customs of tribal peoples all over the world to the Christian beliefs
that he summed up, in a concluding image, by evoking the ‘church bells of
Rome’.? Frazer divided human development into three progressive stages —
the magical, the religious and the scientific. His aim was to write the epi-
taph of the religious age and to usher in the age of science. Frazer’s theory
of universal progress, however, is contradicted by his tendency to regard the
transition from magic to religion as one involving intellectual degeneration
rather than progress.”® Magical ceremonies, in his view, were experimental
attempts by primitive people to change the natural conditions to which they
were subjected. These experiments usually failed, but they continued to be re-
peated because their failure was not apparent. Successful experiments became
part of humanity’s technological inheritance; failed experiments turned into
rituals kept up “from force of habit’, while an increasingly elaborate religious
mythology was invented in order to explain and justify these rituals. Frazer
was content to dismiss the history of religion as a long attempt to ‘reconcile
old custom with new reason, to find a sound theory for an absurd practice’."”

Frazer typifies the ‘armchair anthropologist’ who views the world from one
of the metropolitan centres of civilisation and has no direct contact with tribal
peoples. His outline of human development set out in the second edition of The
Golden Bough in 1900 remained unmodified despite the welter of new examples
added for the purpose of illustration as his treatise eventually swelled to twelve
volumes."” The Golden Bough might be seen as the harbinger of a new global-
isation of culture, justifying the ‘civilising mission” of European imperialism
but without the national flag-flying and the Christian proselytisation usually
associated with imperialism. Frazer drew much of his ethnographic evidence
from missionaries sent out to redeem the ‘backward’ portions of the globe.
Ultimately, his aim was to convert both missionaries and subject peoples to
the scientific world-view that his comparative anthropology so monumentally
embodied.

©

Sir James George Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, abridged edn,
2 vols. (London: Macmillan, 1957), 11, p. 934.

On this point see Steven Connor, “The Birth of Humility: Frazer and Victorian Mythog-
raphy’, in Robert Fraser, ed., Sir James Frazer and the Literary Imagination: Essays in Affinity
and Influence (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990), esp. p. 67.

Frazer, The Golden Bough, pp. 424, 626. » Connor, “The Birth of Humility’, p. 76.
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Frazer’s world-embracing rationalism could hardly be uncontroversial. Crit-
ics such as Andrew Lang argued that a scientific theory of the origins of religion
was premature and perhaps unattainable. Beyond the world of anthropology,
The Golden Bough’s evocations of tribal magic and primitive myth rapidly proved
irresistible to novelists and poets; at the same time, Frazer’s contempt for the
religious stage of human development exposed what many of his readers
regarded as the unacceptable face of scientific materialism.

Already in the nineteenth century, the rise of scientific and technical edu-
cation had been opposed by the institution of Catholic universities in many
European countries. In Ireland, for example, University College, Dublin, which
James Joyce attended, was designed to counter the British government’s ‘god-
less colleges” at Belfast, Galway and Cork. (Galway and Cork later came under
heavy Catholic influence.) In Joyce’s autobiographical fictions we see how
the student intellectual life of the Catholic university is sometimes discreetly,
sometimes overtly censored by the authorities. When Joyce’s hero sets out to
devise an aesthetic theory, he has learnt his lesson so well that his theory is
‘applied Aquinas’, a scholarly reinterpretation of a canonical medieval text.
Opposition to materialism and modern science also found expression in the
mushroom growth of movements such as spiritualism, occultism, theosophy,
religious transcendentalism and vitalism around the turn of the century.”
Perhaps more lasting in its intellectual influence was the ‘Neo-Christian lit-
erary movement, beginning with G. K. Chesterton and Hilaire Belloc in the
Edwardian period; its later expressions include the poetry and criticism of
T. S. Eliot as well as the writings of the scholarly fantasists C. S. Lewis and
J. R. R. Tolkien. The Neo-Christians typically sought to expose the ‘scien-
tism’ of their opponents as a form of quasi-religious (and necessarily heretical)
dogma. They were certainly right in arguing that to reject Christianity was not
necessarily to escape from its shadow. Frazer’s The Golden Bough, like Yeats's A
Vision, Freud’s later writings, and some of Lawrence’s novels, owes much of
its fragile grandeur to the attempt to write a Bible or sacred book for modern,
post-religious humanity. In Frazer’s work, the classic lecture on the origin of
mankind had become a new spiritual history for the human race."

The search for a ‘Key to All Mythologies” exemplifies a pervasive ambition
which links together all the so-called ‘grand theories’ of the nineteenth and

 For a good survey of these movements see Tom Gibbons, Rooms in the Darwin Hotel:
Studies in English Literary Criticism and Ideas 1880-1920 (Nedlands, WA: University of
Western Australia Press, 1973), chapter. 1.

 On the notion of the ‘modern Bible’ cf. Robert W. Maslen, “Towards an Iconography of
the Future: C. S. Lewis and the Scientific Humanists’, Inklings-Jahrbuch fiir Literatur und
Asthetik, 18 (2000), p. 226.
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twentieth centuries — that of laying bare the deep structures below surface
appearances, and of revealing the latent beneath the manifest. Psychoanalysis,
Structuralism, semiotics and the Marxist critique of ideologies all follow this
approach. It has been claimed that it is fundamental to the anthropological
study of culture, and thatit hasits roots in evangelical sermons. (The argument
neatly reproduces the methodology of the discipline it sets out to analyse.)”
The American philosopher and psychologist William James complained that
in materialist philosophy ‘what is higher is explained by what is lower’,™
but this was perhaps inevitable at a time when geological and archaeological
discoveries had done so much to identify the idea of excavation with the quest
for knowledge. The belief that what is ‘lower down’ is more important and
more fundamental is an almost inevitable consequence of conceiving scientific
and scholarly work as a genealogical exploration or a quest for origins. The
power of the primitive can be seen in the archaeologists’ search for the so-
called ‘missing link’ between the apes and homo sapiens, which led in 1912
to the notorious hoax of Piltdown Man. The most celebrated archaeological
discoveries of the time all tended to be at spectacularly ‘early” sites: Sir Arthur
Evans’s excavations at Knossos, Howard Carter’s opening of Tutankhamen’s
tomb, and the Palaeolithic cave paintings unearthed in France and northern
Spain.

In anthropology, the publication in 1922 of Bronislaw Malinowski’s
Argonauts of the Western Pacific has been taken to symbolise a decisive shift
from universal evolutionary narratives to the functional analysis of specific so-
cieties studied in detail. The functionalists abandoned all speculations about
‘origins’ or “primeval states’, arguing that they were mere flights of the imag-
ination with no genuine scientific content.” Archaeology and anthropology
had earlier been linked by their joint concern with human origins; but af-
ter Malinowski all that remained was a much more tenuous link between
two disciplines based on (very different kinds of) scientific fieldwork. There
was, however, another kind of anthropology at the turn of the century, the
so-called “classical anthropology’ concerned not with gathering ethnographic
data but with studying archaeological excavations and reinterpreting ancient
texts. Frazer could be said to have begun this, since at the start of The Golden

> Christopher Herbert, Culture and Anomie: Ethnographic Imagination in the Nineteenth Cen-
tury (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1991), esp. pp. 17, 254, 256.

¢ William James, Pragmatism and Other Essays, intro. Joseph L. Blau (New York: Washington
Square, 1963), p. II.

7 See Bronislaw Malinowski’s ‘Special Foreword’ to The Sexual Life of Savages in North-
Western Melanesia, 3rd edn (London: Routledge, 1932), pp. xxiii, xxv, and Stefan Collini,
English Pasts: Essays in History and Culture (Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 280—7.
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Bough he discussed the rule for the succession to the priesthood at Nemi under
the Roman Empire. Frazer’s most distinguished scholarly successor was Jane
Ellen Harrison, author of Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion (1903) and
Themis (1912).

In Themis, Harrison’s account of the ‘social origins of Greek religion’ is
built around a commentary on a single text, the Hymn of the Kouretes, newly
discovered by archaeologists. This hymn, like the shrine at Nemi, belonged
to the late classical period, but for Harrison it contained material which was
self-evidently ‘primitive’ and which, therefore, pointed to the earliest state
of Greek religion. She regarded religion as a reflection of the community in
which it arose, though she did not share Frazer’s hostility to the religious
impulse. Harrison, a Cambridge don patiently working through the agenda
first sketched out in Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, would later be portrayed
by Virginia Woolf in A Room of One’s Own as the archetypal early twentieth-
century woman scholar, famous yet socially marginalised, a formidable blue-
stocking dressed in the shabbiest of frocks. We may, however, see her not just
as a pioneer of women’s mental emancipation but as, like Frazer and Sigmund
Freud, a pioneer in the shift of epistemological attention from the natural to
the social sciences, and from discovery to interpretation or reinterpretation
as the dominant paradigm of intellectual enquiry. Freud’s The Interpretation
of Dreams (1900) sets out to distinguish the repressed or latent’ (that is, the
more powerful and primitive) contents from the manifest contents of dreams.
His later ventures into anthropology in Totem and Taboo (1913) and Moses and
Monotheism (1939) draw heavily on Frazer and his contemporaries. Moreover,
Freud’s recourse to the Oedipus myth to explain the fundamental structure
of the psyche is a remarkable testimony to the continuing importance both of
the classical world and of classical anthropology as a means of understanding
the modern predicament.

The social sciences and twentieth-century Britain:
industry and empire

It may seem paradoxical to speak of a shift in attention from the natural to
the social sciences in the early twentieth century, since (as we have seen) this
was the time of a revolution in physics unparalleled since the age of Newton.
Yet relativity, quantum mechanics and the Uncertainty Principle all contrived
to make physical science far more esoteric than it had been in the nineteenth
century. Ordinary people’s lives at the turn of the century were profoundly
affected by the advent of the internal combustion engine, electric lighting, the
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telephone, radio and the aeroplane. Nuclear weapons and nuclear energy —
though forecasted in Frederick Soddy’s popular lectures on The Interpretation
of Radium (1908) — remained the stuff of science fiction until August 1945, when
the hitherto secret process of atomic fission was unleashed on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. Moreover, science fiction, the literary genre concerned with ‘discov-
ery and its effects, became after the age of Verne and Wells a minority interest
aimed, for the most part, ataloyal but restricted readership. It was the detective
story and the spy thriller — forms of popular fiction foregrounding interpre-
tation rather than discovery — that were read by almost everyone. The new
scientifically and technically trained elite never became a political force, and
remained largely invisible; their influence was greatest in wartime when they
were known, significantly, as ‘back-room boys’. Sociologists and economists,
by contrast, played an increasingly prominent role in politics and government.
When in 1910 the New Age, a radical political weekly, published a special supple-
ment on ‘Science’, the articles (assembled by the geographer Patrick Geddes)
covered the fields of sociology, social anthropology, economics, education and
eugenics. The physical sciences were unrepresented.”

Anthropology apart, the social sciences in early twentieth-century Britain
were for the most part practically and locally oriented. Poverty, unemploy-
ment, childcare and the treatment of the insane were major concerns. Graham
Wallas’s Human Nature in Politics (1908), a discussion of the political effects of
advertising, is a pioneering text in both social psychology and media studies.
Wallas attacks ‘intellectualist fallacies” in thinking about politics, and his own
bias is heavily empirical. British sociology, too, was notoriously lacking in the
theoretical stimulus that Jane Harrison, for example, found in contemporary
French thinkers such as Emile Durkheim. During his lifetime (he died in 1929)
the nation’s only professor of sociology was L. T. Hobhouse, a figure who
pales by comparison with the great European sociologists Durkheim and Max
Weber. Unlike them, Hobhouse retained an essentially Victorian belief in the
necessary connection between scientific knowledge and social progress. His
Morals in Evolution (1906) argues that in modern civilisation the evolution of hu-
man intelligence hasbecome a ‘purposive, self-directed movement’; moreover,
the emergence of sociological science is prime evidence for this evolution."
Hobhouse did not live to see the full extent of the corruption of public morals
in the twentieth century under Communism and Fascism. His son recorded,
however, that World War I struck directly at the foundations of his thought.

¥ New Age, 7, 1 (5 May 1910).
L. T. Hobhouse, Morals in Evolution: A Study in Comparative Ethics (London: Chapman &
Hall, 1906), 2 vols., 11, pp. 278, 280.
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Far from continuing to expect global evolution to reach ever-greater moral
heights, Hobhouse came to doubt whether humanity had the moral wisdom
needed for its own survival.*°

Between 1906 and 1920 Hobhouse contributed articles to the Nation, the
leading organ of the collectivist Liberalism associated with the founding of
the welfare state in the UK. The welfare state came about partly as a result of
democratic and humanitarian concerns, but it was also a response to social-
evolutionist warnings about the need to improve ‘national efficiency’ by rais-
ing the standard of the workforce. The term ‘eugenics’ had been invented by
Francis Galton to denote the so-called science of human breeding. The Eugen-
ics Education Society, founded in 1907 to disseminate Galton’s ideas, became
a forum for hard-line eugenicists who dreamed of human stud farms in which
compulsory sterilisation and guided mating would bring about a race of su-
permen. The Society had no direct political impact, and the form of eugenics
it tried to propagate was widely denounced as a pseudo-science. Indirectly,
however, it helped to foster the climate of opinion that led to Nazism.

During the Edwardian period, however, the language of eugenics was far
from being confined to Galton and his circle. The more moderate eugenicists
believed in introducing maternity benefits and voluntary contraception, as
well as improvements in natal care, nutrition, public health and pre-school
education. Their belief that these were eugenic measures was sustained by the
ambiguity of the idea of ‘breeding’, which denotes nurture and upbringing
as well as nature and genetic endowment. For example, in Cities in Evolution
(1915) Patrick Geddes claimed that there was a ‘necessary association’ between
eugenics and ‘civics’ — between the future development of the human race,
that is, and its social and built environment. Geddes, one of the pioneers of
modern town planning, foresaw that the urban squalor of the era of coal and
steam-power would give way to the clean and rational cities of the “Second
Industrial Revolution” fuelled by oil and electricity. Adapting the vocabulary
of prehistoric archaeology, he welcomed humanity’s passage from the ‘pale-
otechnic’ to the ‘neotechnic’ age.”

It might be objected that Geddes’s use of eugenic ideas was largely extra-
neous to his main argument. The same could not be said of another response
to the ‘Second Industrial Revolution’, Woman and Labour (1911) by the South
African novelist and feminist Olive Schreiner. Schreiner described her book as a

2 Peter Weiler, “The New Liberalism of L. T. Hobhouse’, Victorian Studies, 16, 2
(December 1972), pp. 159-60.

' Patrick Geddes, Cities in Evolution (London: Routledge/ Thoemmes Press, 1998), pp. 59,
63—4, 376.
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fragment ofa muchlonger, unfinished study of gender differences and theirrole
in the biological evolution of species. She found the key to humanity’s future
development in the imminent disappearance of the traditional forms of female
domestic labour, due to the spread of labour-saving machinery and advances
in medicine. The choice facing modern women was between ‘sex-parasitism’
leading to racial decadence, and entry into the full range of occupations in the
male labour market. Schreiner’s work itself promotes a view of human life in
which gender equality is of the essence, since ‘labour’ denotes both economic
activity and the task of biological reproduction. Her horror at the waste of
women’s lives in luxury and prostitution is equalled only by her admiration
for the ‘mighty labouring woman’, who is the ‘most productive toiler known
to the race’.*> Moreover, she warns of the inevitability of national and imperial
decline if women’s demands for intellectually satisfying work are not met.
Her parasitic women are, typically, those of the Roman (and, by analogy, the
British) Empire; her ‘virile’, labouring females belong to the Teutonic tribes
that overcame the Roman Empire, and to their modern descendants such as
the Boer women of South Africa.

In the Edwardian period, socialists as well as feminists found intellectual jus-
tification in a social-evolutionary perspective in which parasitism and wastage
were destined to be swept away by the new standards of efficiency made possi-
ble by modern technology. Marxism’s claims to offer a scientific theory of social
progress had little appeal in Britain until the 1930s, when scientists of the calibre
of J. B. S. Haldane and J. D. Bernal were attracted to the cause.** The British
form of ‘scientific socialism” was found in the Fabian Society, which deeply
influenced both the collectivist Liberals and the emergent Labour Party. Under
the leadership of Sidney and Beatrice Webb, the Fabians turned away from the
insurrectionary model of socialism as typified by the short-lived Paris Com-
mune of 1871. Fabian socialism was to be brought about gradually by adminis-
trative measures capable of winning cross-party support —by evolution, that s,
rather than revolution. This meant that socialism depended on the prior accu-
mulation ofalibrary of scholarly work in political science, including the Webbs’
own studies of the poor law, trade unionism and local government. It also de-
pended on the training of a new cadre of supposedly impartial administrative

*> Olive Schreiner, Woman and Labour (London: Virago, 1978), p. 103.

# Ibid., esp. pp. 92, 93n., 281.

24 As early as 1896, Bertrand Russell was arguing that Marxism should be regarded as a new
religion rather than a social science. Russell, German Social Democracy (London: Allen &
Unwin, 1965), pp. 6 ff. On Marxism and British scientists in the 1930s see Gary Werskey, The
Visible College: A Collective Biography of British Scientists and Socialists of the 1930s (London:
Free Association, 1988).
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experts, and on the building of political alliances. In 1895 the Webbs founded
the London School of Economics, staffed with social scientists from across
the political spectrum. In 1902 they instituted a dining club known as the ‘Co-
efficients’, with members from each of the main political parties. The club’s
declared purpose was to study ‘the aims, policy and methods of imperial ef-
ficiency at home and abroad’.” Sidney Webb would later serve as Colonial
Secretary in the second Labour Government of 1929-31. In 1931 the Webbs
visited Soviet Russia, where they became uncritical admirers of Stalin’s bu-
reaucratic autocracy. Much earlier than this, however, the Fabians had made
common cause with the more ‘efficient” and ‘enlightened” forms of British
imperialism.

The Coefficients Club was formed immediately after the end of the South
African War of 1899-1902, in which, after many setbacks, the British army
defeated the insurgent Dutch farmers, rounded them up and put them in the
world’s first concentration camps. Although it was fought between two groups
of colonists, the ‘Boer War’ was in some respects the century’s first anti-colonial
conflict. It was also the last major war that Britain would undertake on its own.
The British victory sustained imperial pride and (it was argued) demonstrated
the ability of a modern, mechanised army to impose its will on a backward
group of colonists, however distant from the home country. The war was far
from universally popular in Britain, but, in the view of the Webbs and others, it
owed its moral justification to the Empire’s modernity and efficiency. (For very
similar reasons the Webbs opposed Home Rule for Ireland.)* In much the same
spirit Gerald Crich, the coal-owner and Boer War veteran in D. H. Lawrence’s
Women in Love, ruthlessly imposes principles of scientific management on his
workforce in order to make his mines more profitable. Thanks to the doctrine
of social evolution, the more efficient believed it was their duty to impose their
will on the less efficient.

One of the more remarkable intellectual by-products of the Boer War was
the science of geopolitics, inaugurated in a 1904 paper by Halford J. Mackinder,
a member of the Coefficients, director of the London School of Economics,
and future Conservative member of parliament. Mackinder realised that the
‘Columbian epoch’ of Western exploration and discovery was now over, so
that geography had become the study ofa closed system. Noting that the South
African War coincided with the Russian intervention in Manchuria (which led

» Quoted in W. H. Parker, Mackinder: Geography as an Aid to Statecraft (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1982), p. 30.

*¢ Shirley Robin Letwin, The Pursuit of Certainty (London: Cambridge University Press,
1965), . 367.
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to the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5), Mackinder concluded that Europe, Asia
and Africa formed, for political purposes, a single “World-Island” which could
eventually be unified by a combination of land-power and sea-power. Germany
was busily creating a naval fleet to rival Britain’s, and, if Germany were to form
an alliance with Russia, the ‘empire of the world” would be in sight.

Mackinder believed that ‘Britain’s only salvation as a great power lay in
consolidating round the mother country a united Empire.” Like all writers
on the British Empire since the historian Sir John Seeley’s The Expansion of
England (1883), he drew a sharp distinction between the ‘first empire’, con-
sisting largely of the white-settler countries which were rapidly becoming
independent democracies, and the ‘second empire” of British rule over alien
peoples in India and Africa. He believed that the second empire could be ruled
justly, without economic exploitation or racial oppression. Empire, in any case,
was the natural and inevitable outcome of the ‘grouping of lands and seas,
and of fertility and natural pathways’, and the world divided between rival
European imperialisms must eventually give place to a single world-empire.*®
Itis not clear whether he envisaged that Britain alone could be the basis of such
an empire. After World War I, when the victory of a democratic alliance of
Britain, the British dominions, France and the United States led to the setting-
up of the League of Nations, Mackinder published a full statement of his ideas
in Democratic Ideals and Reality (1919). Mackinder’s doctrines were, however,
taken up by Karl Haushofer, a geographer and military strategist destined to
become president of the German Academy under Hitler. As a British journalist
noted in August 1939, the Nazi policy of world-domination was, in part, ‘stolen
from the intellectual arsenal of British Imperialism’.> Later in World War II
Mackinder’s work came to the notice of American global strategists, and in the
19908 Democratic Ideals and Reality was brought back into print by the Institute
for National Strategic Studies, an arm of the US Government.

For Mackinder, the driving-force of empire was political and geographical.
For his Liberal contemporary J. A. Hobson, however, it was economic. At the
close of the Boer War Hobson published Imperialism: A Study (1902), a book
that influenced both Keynes and Lenin. A freelance journalist who never held
an academic post, Hobson held that the underlying truth of imperialism was
that of the capitalist exploitation of foreign markets. What was hidden by the
pseudo-scientific rhetoric of ‘social efficiency” was the need to invest surplus

7 Parker, Mackinder, p. 60.

8 Rt. Hon. Sir Halford J. Mackinder, Democratic Ideals and Reality: A Study in the Politics of
Reconstruction (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press [1996]), esp. pp. 2, 192.

* New Statesman (26 August 1939), quoted in Parker, Mackinder, pp. 158—9.
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capital overseas because of under-consumption at home. If the national stan-
dard of living were to be raised by redistributing income to the working classes,
then overseas investment with its military and political accompaniments would
no longer be necessary. Hobson’s argument that imperialism was a ‘depraved
choice of national life’, brought about by self-seeking investors, thus carried
the implication that a state could opt out of its imperial commitments with-
out damaging national prosperity*® Sir John Seeley had famously argued that
Britain seemed to have ‘conquered and peopled halfthe world in a fit of absence
of mind’* Hobson maintained that an enlightened nation ought to show the
presence of mind to get rid of its empire. And this, half a century later, was
what successive British governments found themselves having to do.

From Decadence to modernity

In retrospect it might seem that there was a clear connection between the
Positivist aim of universal scientific knowledge and the political vision of a
single world-empire.?* Both, as we have seen, treat the world as a closed
system. For most early twentieth-century intellectuals, however, the question
was whether the world-system was expanding and evolving, or contracting and
subject to entropy. J. A. Hobson was one of the optimists. In 1909 he published
The Crisis of Liberalism, a title reflecting the short-lived parliamentary uproar
caused by the House of Lords’ rejection of Lloyd George’s tax-raising Budget.
Hobson’s outlook in this book was remarkably insouciant, with few, if any,
intimations of the impending political changes which in the next decade would
all but destroy the Liberal Party. Instead, he looked forward to a period of
social and intellectual reconstruction animated by a ‘new and common spirit’
of realism. Above all, the ‘new spirit’ interpreted nature as a “psycho-physical
process’, not in terms of mechanical materialism: ‘Man is the maker of the
Universe’, Hobson wrote. In literature and art, the prospect of reconstruction
showed that “Wagner, Millet, Whistler, Nietzsche, Tolstoy, Whitman, Ibsen,
have not laboured in vain.’?

Such a list of late nineteenth-century harbingers of what has sometimes
been called a New Enlightenment would have been familiar enough to

% J. A. Hobson, Imperialism: A Study, 3rd edn (London: Allen & Unwin, 1968), pp. 155, 368.

3 Sir J. R. Seeley, The Expansion of England: Two Courses of Lectures, 2nd edn (London:
Macmillan, 1897), p. 10.

3 See, for example, Thomas Richards, The Imperial Archive: Knowledge and the Fantasy of
Empire (London and New York: Verso, 1993).

# ]. A. Hobson, The Crisis of Liberalism: New Issues of Democracy (London: King, 1909),

Pp. 273-5.
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Hobson’s readers, however strange it sounds today. It reflects the progres-
sivism of the early 1890s, when Hobson’s contemporary Henry Havelock Ellis
wrote The New Spirit, a series of critical essays on Tolstoy, Whitman, Nietzsche
and others. Bernard Shaw at about the same time was writing The Quintessence
of Ibsenism and The Perfect Wagnerite. Havelock Ellis went on to become the
pioneer of sexology and author of the multi-volume Studies in the Psychology of
Sex (1897-1928). The first volume in the series, Sexual Inversion, was the earliest
book in English to treat homosexuality as neither a crime nor a disease. (Pub-
lished by the so-called ‘University Press of Watford’, it was rapidly put on trial
for obscenity.) Ellis’s work is a reminder that the Victorian narrative of social
progress inspired by scientific knowledge continued to sustain the campaign
for sexual liberation, just as it sustained the birth control movement (in which
Ellis, oddly, took rather little interest), long after the disillusionments of the
two World Wars. Sexual liberation, too, was the one progressive cause that
was close to the heart of Modernist writing; it sparked some of the energy
behind the experiments of Lawrence, Joyce, Djuna Barnes, Virginia Woolf
and others. Nevertheless, for many observers, it was degeneration rather than
reconstruction that summed up the prospect for the new century.

The 1890s were the Decadent decade, when (as Yeats put it) poets drank
absinthe, joined the Catholic Church, or committed suicide. Oscar Wilde,
imprisoned for homosexuality, petitioned the Home Secretary for release on
the grounds that his homosexuality was a type of degenerate sexual madness —
a disease that, he argued, was peculiar to the literary or artistic temperament.
Wilde was, in fact, one of numerous writers who were accused of pathological
abnormalities in Max Nordau’s Degeneration (1892), an international bestseller
purporting to analyse the contemporary arts from the standpoint of psychiatric
medicine. For all its absurdity, Nordau’s work is in some sense an anticipation
of Freud’s almost equally reductive analysis of artistic creativity. In the words of
one recent scholar, ‘If Nordau had spoken of degenerate compulsions, Freud
spoke of neurotic ones.” Nor were ‘degenerate’ tendencies to be found only
in modern art. On pseudo-Darwinian grounds it could be (and was) easily
argued that democracy, feminism, socialism and industrialism must all have
dire consequences for the human race. In 1911 the New Age held a ‘Symposium
on Racial Development’, in which leading biologists and anthropologists were
presented with a five-point questionnaire. The first question was, ‘Have recent
events, in your opinion, shown an evolution towards racial, i.e. biological

3 William Greenslade, Degeneration, Culture and the Novel 18801940 (Cambridge University
Press, 1994), pp. 120-33; the quotation is from p. 129.
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degeneration?’® Even though a majority of the respondents answered this
question in the negative, the episode strongly suggests the public’s need for
reassurance in the face of prophecies of degeneration.

Physics, even more than biology, offered grounds for pessimism about hu-
manity’s future. Kelvin's Second Law of Thermodynamics, the famous law
of entropy, revealed that the sun was eventually destined to burn out, leaving
the earth and the rest of the solar system incapable of supporting human life.
This grimly eschatological vision of an ‘utter final wreck and tragedy’ was, as
William James wrote, of the essence of scientific materialism.?® The ‘running-
down universe’ continued to set an absolute limit to human aspirations in such
popular expositions of astronomical physics as Sir James Jeans’s The Universe
Around Us (1930), yet it did not pass uncontested. The discovery of thermonu-
clear energy by Ernest Rutherford and Frederick Soddy meant, in Soddy’s
words, that ‘Our outlook on the physical universe has been permanently al-
tered. We are no longer the inhabitants of a universe slowly dying from the
physical exhaustion of its energy, but of a universe which has in the internal
energy of its material components the means to rejuvenate itself perennially
over immense periods of time.”” Formerly, the sun had been considered as a
kind of immense coal-fire; now it was a nuclear fusion reactor. Yet even fusion
reactors must eventually burn down, so that the principle of ultimate entropy
remained the same. Bertrand Russell, reviewing the law of entropy from a hu-
manist standpoint in ‘A Free Man’s Worship” (1903), could only come up with
an attitude of stoic, cosmic pessimism. In the light of materialist eschatology,
human aspirations appeared meaningless, and there could be no cosmic or
supernatural sanction for whatever meaning we might choose to give them.

One of the unforeseen consequences of materialist eschatology was the
questioning of the idea of truth as it was embodied in scientific enquiry. Might
not, say, a belief in an all-powerful God be more helpful to mankind — and
therefore in some sense more ‘true’ — than the feelings of nihilism and despair
brought about by the ultimate truths proposed by the scientific outlook? In
the seventeenth century this had been known as ‘Pascal’s wager’, leading to
an opportunist decision to conform with the Christian religion — Christianity
offered atleast the chance of salvation, whereas the atheisthad no hope. Robert
Browning’s poem ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology” had restated this dilemma for

¥ Huntly Carter, A Symposium on Racial Development’, New Age, 9, 5 (1 June 1911), pp. 105—
7.

3 James, Pragmatism, pp. 47-8.

¥ Frederick Soddy, The Interpretation of Radium: Being the Substance of Six Free Popular Ex-

perimental Lectures Delivered at the University of Glasgow, 3rd edn (London: Murray, 1912),
p. 248.
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the mid-Victorians. In Edwardian England, the majority of educated Christians
no longer believed in a literal Heaven and Hell, so Pascal’s wager had lost
its force. Metaphysical scepticism, however, led not just to the rejection of
theological absolutes but to the reformulation of the scientific idea of truth.
In the Pragmatist philosophy outlined most influentially by William James,
truth became an instrumental, not an absolute category. Ideas were held to be
true if they served humanity better than false ideas. The British philosopher
E C. S. Schiller argued that truths should be judged by their survival-value,
since they were subject to evolution like everything else. There was a process
ofnatural selection among truths.?® The Pragmatist view of truth is irreparably
self-contradictory — equating truth with expediency, as it were — but it arose
from the need for a scientific philosophy to fill the breach left by the collapse
of nineteenth-century Positivism.

In 1900 the established alternative to scientific Positivism was still the tra-
dition of Hegelian idealism associated with T. H. Green (who had died nearly
twenty years earlier) and his pupils. The young T. E. Hulme welcomed William
James’s version of Pragmatism, not as a satisfactory position in itselfbut at least
as a counterweight to the English Hegelians. For Hulme Pragmatism pointed
the way to modern continental philosophy, notably that of Henri Bergson.
Bergson like James was a post-Nietzschean “anti-intellectualist’, the philoso-
pher of an untidy and unpredictable world — the universe not as a chess-board
but as a cinder-heap. Hulme went on to argue in somewhat Wildean fashion
that philosophy was an “art” and not a ‘science’, and that it should be judged
not by its correctness but by its beauty.* When in 1911 he travelled to Bologna
for a philosophy congress, he was amazed to find that the philosophers were
rated important enough for a full-scale civic reception. He was certainly not
the last British theorist to cross the Channel and bring back the news that the
modern European mind was far in advance of philistine England. Hulme’s tes-
timony should remind us, however, that Pragmatism was the last movement
in Anglo-American philosophy whose doctrine was readily accessible to the
ordinary reader. William James had trained as a doctor, and taught physiology
and psychology at Harvard before his appointment to a chair in philosophy.
Hulme was killed in action in Belgium in 1917; Bertrand Russell’s later, more
popular philosophical works never equalled his intensely difficult pre-World
War I work on mathematical logic; and thereafter the field was left, more or

# On Schiller, see Frederick Copleston, S J, A History of Philosophy, 8 vols. (New York: Image,

1967), V111, pp. 105—7.
* Hulme, “The New Philosophy’, p. 198; ‘Searchers after Reality: Jules de Gaultier’, New
Age, n.s. 6, 5 (2 December 1909), p. 108.
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less, to professional academics who pursued a remarkably esoteric discourse
about the meaning and virtues of ordinary language.

If, as the Pragmatists claimed, all truths were provisional, then classical
artistic canons must also be subject to change. At the same time, the doctrine
of evolutionism implies that art, however revolutionary and avant-garde, must
always remain linked to its origins. Preferably it should be more ‘primitive’
and more fundamental than the art that came immediately before it. Like the
Hymn of the Kouretes in Jane Harrison’s analysis, it should be both intrinsically
‘early’ and chronologically late. For this reason, far from abandoning the
classics, Modernist writing specialises in startling reinterpretations of them.
The ‘Classicism’ proclaimed by Hulme, Eliot, Pound, Joyce and others plays
on the manifold ambiguities of that term, and thus is hard to pin down. But
these writers’ critical manifestoes tend to portray Classicism as being more
technically demanding, more rigorously objective and (by implication) more
scientific than the Romanticism which is its opposite.

In his essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1919), T. S. Eliot’s version
of Modernist Classicism focuses on the artist’s relationship to the ‘mind of
Europe’. The European mind, Eliot writes, is a ‘mind which changes’; but this
development (or evolution) ‘abandons nothing en route’; it ‘does not superan-
nuate either Shakespeare, or Homer, or the rock drawing of the Magdalenian
draughtsmen’.#°* Here Eliot’s notion of the artistic canon extends to the latest
archaeological discoveries of palaeolithic art, which he had just seen in south-
ern France and which had been unknown to every previous age of European
culture. Palaeolithic cave paintings posed a crucial challenge to anthropologi-
cal theory and to evolutionism more widely. They were at once highly complex
and supremely simple; they were instantly comprehensible to the eye, and yet
almost wholly resistant to interpretation. They showed an aesthetic skill that
modern artists could only acquire after years of study and practice. We will
never know what the cave paintings meant for the people who made them.
Their appearance in Eliot’s argument, however, undermines what might oth-
erwise be read as an impeccably orthodox appeal to a continuous European
tradition. The rock drawing of the Magdalenian draughtsmen was both some-
thing immeasurably ancient, and something completely new. In “Tradition
and the Individual Talent’, as in Eliot’s poem The Waste Land, we find a direct
link between the ‘classic lecture / On the origin of Mankind’ and the most
innovative aspects of twentieth-century writing.

4 T.S. Eliot, Selected Essays, 3rd edn (London: Faber & Faber, 1961), p. 16.
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REGENIA GAGNIER

The modern roots of Decadence were in 1830s American Gothic and late
Romanticism. Edgar Allan Poe elevated disease, perversity and decay to new
heights of artistic expression. Alfred Tennyson’s Poems of 1832, the poems
of languor rather than of politics — “The Lady of Shalott’, “The Lotus-Eaters’
and ‘The Palace of Art’ — evoked a philosophy of Inaction that would later
be elaborated in Oscar Wilde’s Intentions (1801) and in the American Ralph
Cram’s The Decadent: The Gospel of Inaction (1893). Although Poe’s success in
the United States was trivial until he was discovered by Charles Baudelaire, his
perversity and Tennyson’s celebrity — in the words of the latter’s Ulysses Tam
become a name’ — were the two touchstones of Decadence: the naturalistic
uniqueness of the individual psyche and the recognition of ‘brand’ or personal
commodification that would be central to modern consciousness. Baudelaire
took up the firstin Les Fleurs du Mal, censored by the French state in 1857, and the
latter in the figure of the Dandy in The Painter of Modern Life (1863). Baudelaire
began translating Poe (culminating in 5 volumes) in 1848, and thereby turned
from Romantic nature to urban perspectives and personalities. His successor,
Stéphane Mallarmé, known as the founder of French Symbolism, took up
objects as well, and infused them with non-material properties as a counter
to a too-materialistic age.

In his ‘Further Notes on Edgar Poe’ (1857), Baudelaire reappropriated the
intentionally negative phrase of his critics, ‘a literature of decadence’, in a rev-
olutionary, affirmative way to describe a literary progress (ironically parodying
the great theme of the age) from infancy, through childhood and adolescence,
towards a mature Decadence. He then asked why he should be blamed for
‘accomplishing the mysterious law” and ‘rejoicing in our destiny’. Baudelaire
figured the Decadence as a sunset, grand couturier:

That sun which a few hours ago was crushing everything beneath the weight
of its vertical, white light will soon be flooding the western horizon with
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varied colours. In the changing splendours of this dying sun, some poetic
minds will find new joys; they will discover dazzling colonnades, cascades of
molten metal, a paradise of fire, a melancholy splendour. .. And the sunset
will then appear to them as the marvellous allegory of a soul, imbued with
life, going down beyond the horizon, with a magnificent wealth of thoughts
and dreams."

In “The Decadent Movement in Literature’ (Harper’s Nov. 1893) and The
Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899), Arthur Symons divided the Decadence
between the Symbolist poets Baudelaire and Mallarmé seeking the truth of
appearance to the soul, and prose Impressionists such as the Goncourt Broth-
ers, Edmond and Jules, seeking the truth of appearance to the senses. Their
qualities included an intense self-consciousness, restless curiosity in research,
an over-subtilising refinement, spiritual and moral perversity. Decadence was
‘a disease’, but nonetheless a disease of ‘truth’, reflecting the scientific spirit
of the age. In a backlash that would have epochal consequences for the art
world, the physician and writer Max Nordau in Degeneration (1893 in German,
1895 in English) used the same writers as exempla, adding Wilde and Friedrich
Nietzsche for their egoism, Ibsen for his feminism and Zola for his naturalism.
Taking the disease literally, Nordau institutionalised the pathologisation of
the art world that would progressively desublimate art in the twentieth cen-
tury. Culture could henceforth be attacked as an index of the social diseases of
modernity. Specifically, health, muscularity and masculinity were opposed to
a decadent, feminine Art.

Decadent authors were allegedly too wedded to the aesthetic, i.e., to the
image without critical distance on the whole, as in Poe’s short story ‘Berenice’
(1835), whose protagonist turns his monocle on his own obsession, via his
victim’s teeth:

Then came the full fury of my monomania, and I struggled in vain against
its strange and irresistible influence. In the multiplied objects of the external
world I had no thoughts but for the teeth. For these I longed with a frenzied
desire . .. They alone were present to the mental eye, and they, in their sole
individuality, became the essence of my mental life.?

The more isolated the image, the clarity of depiction, the more it reflected the
psyche of the beholder.

! Charles Baudelaire, ‘Further Notes on Edgar Poe’, Selected Writings on Art and Literature,
trans. P. E. Charvet (London: Penguin, 1992), p. 189.

* Edgar Allan Poe, ‘Berenice’, in The Second Dedalus Book of Decadence: The Black Feast, ed.
Brian Stableford (Cambridgeshire: Dedalus, 1992), p. 232.
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Modern Decadence was identified as the choice and fantasy of the individual
psyche, detaching it from the social whole. Even when sex was the apparent
cause of the Decadence, as in so much literature on the subject, in the 1890s it
was characteristically sex in thought rather than in action: the dream of sexual
freedom (as in Wilde’s “The Portrait of Mr. W. H.” [1889]), or freedom from
gender constraints, or freedom from reproduction (as in the so-called New
Woman literature). This state of reflection, obsession or critique was the nec-
essary component of Decadence, a philosophy of inaction in an age of industry.

Thomas Mann invoked his own magisterial Buddenbrooks (1901) in Reflections
of a Nonpolitical Man (1918) as describing the degeneration of a bourgeois
way of life into the subjective—artistic.> For Mann, those born around 1870
were compelled into a Decadence that could be described by the two faces
of Nietzsche: Nietzsche militans and Nietzsche triumphans. Nietzsche militans
was critical, psychological, post-Christian; but those who were then young
would transcend the introspective moment and adopt Nietzsche triumphans’s
anti-Christian and anti-spiritual — in fact, traditionally aristocratic — notions of
nobility, health and beauty. They would have the ‘emancipatory will’ to reject
Decadence and nihilism.

In his Autobiographies: The Trembling of the Veil (1922), W. B. Yeats captured
the reflective quality of the Decadents that led them intently to criticise the
Establishment, but, as Mann said, lent them equally the imaginative will to
transcend it. Yeats wrote of the “Tragic Generation’: "‘Why should men who
spoke their opinions in low voices as though they feared to disturb the read-
ers in some ancient library, and timidly as though they knew that all subjects
had long since been explored...live lives of such disorder and seek to re-
discover in verse the syntax of impulsive common life? Was it that we lived
in what is called “an age of transition” and so lacked coherence, or did we
but pursue antithesis?’# Yeats accused them of too much introspection. Their
artist Aubrey Beardsley of The Yellow Book died at twenty-six; the psycholog-
ical author Hubert Crackanthorpe at thirty-one; the poets Ernest Dowson
and Lionel Johnson at thirty-two and thirty-five respectively; John Davidson
committed suicide, and their brave publisher Leonard Smithers died of an
overdose. Wilde, as essentially a ‘man of action’ for Yeats, was peripheral to
his “Tragic Generation,” and exceeded their rhyming in his mastery of many
genres (society comedies, biblical spectacle, fiction, criticism, prose poems

* Thomas Mann, Reflections of a Nonpolitical Man, trans. Walter D. Morris (New York:
Ungar, 1983).
4 'W. B. Yeats, Autobiographies: The Trembling of the Veil (London: Macmillan, 1995), pp. 303—4.
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and poetry). Nonetheless he was dead at forty-six after public humiliation and
imprisonment, and subsequent critics have included him among the tragic
victims or martyred heroes.

Decadence was thus a pan-European and trans-Atlantic phenomenon that
entailed a falling away from or a rejection that could also be a creative re-
pudiation. In Baudelaire and Walter Pater it was overheard as a dying fall or
cadence. In Nietzsche, it was a saying no to the status quo, or a transvaluation
of values. In Wilde, it was a dandiacal strategy of self-differentiation. What
is essential is the non-absolute value of this usage. Creative repudiation can
mean creative destruction or war as easily as critique. Death can imply rebirth.
AsBaudelaire’s figure suggested, the dominant organic metaphor of decay and
degeneration could turn seamlessly into a cross-fertilisation of amazing light
and colour. Decadence and Progress could be the same thing.

Between the one and the many: the dandy

Amazinglight and colour were also what Baudelaire associated with the dandy.
‘Dandyism is a sunset; like the declining daystar, it is glorious, without heat
and full of melancholy. Baudelaire interpreted dandyism in socio-political
terms as a ‘cult of the self” arising from ‘the burning need to create for oneself
a personal originality” before ‘the rising tide of democracy levels everything’.®
Appearing in periods of transition, when the aristocracy isimpotent and before
the people have become the masses, men of natural abilities arise, whose gifts
are those that work or money are unable to bestow. Declining with mass
society, torn between a God that he is too materialist to believe in and a
humankind too materialist for him to respect, he glitters alone among the
crowd in icy splendour.

The dandy was the human equivalent of art under aestheticism. He was
removed from life, like the Duke in Max Beerbohm’s Zuleika Dobson (1910), a liv-
ing protest against instrumentality and vulgarity, or the creation of mass needs
and desires. Like the dandies in Wilde’s comedies, he provided a commentary
on a society he despised in the form of wit at its expense. This wit, technically
the inversion of the language of popular sentiment, was the major form of the
dandy’s participation in society. In the early periods of Beau Brummell and the
Count D’Orsay, he had patrons, but by the fin de siécle dandies used their wit
to be both critical and commercially competitive, ironically commodifying

> Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life’, Selected Writings, p. 421.
S Ibid., p. 420, p. 422.
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themselves as products in a utilitarian economy. Socially central, yet politi-
cally marginal and financially vulnerable, their position was often compared
to that of women, who were limited in their ability to be dandies by the social
constraints upon their ability to be commercial. (Yet see Anthony Trollope’s
Madame Max Goesler, the greatest of the female dandies [Pallisers series, 1865—
80], who was able to achieve this status due to her marginal nationality and
independent wealth.) Demonstrating the superiority of his individual style, ar-
ticulating a creed of disinterestedness and often languor, the dandy affronted
the masculine and bourgeois ideology of equality, energy, duty and sincerity.

In Du dandysme et de George Brummell (1844), Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly had ob-
served that dandyism arose within a wealthy society’s contradictions between
the luxury and power of the Establishment and its ensuing boredom, or ennui.
The conventions, constraints and tedium of high society are counterparts to
the scarcity and monotony of working-class life. The dandy accepts for his
own benefit and others’ amusement the materialism of affluent society, while
he mocks its superficiality, its knowing (as Wilde would say) the price of ev-
erything and the value of nothing. Applying to Brummell a mot from Edward
Bulwer Lytton’s silver-fork novel Pelham (1828), ‘he displeased too generally not
to be sought after’, Barbey likened society’s worship of the dandy to ‘the wish
to be beaten of powerful and licentious women’.” Wilde called one of his dra-
matic dandies ‘the first well-dressed philosopher in the history of thought'.?
The dandy was the first to make style the basis of philosophy, of the only
philosophy consistent with modern materialist life.

Dandyism declined with Aestheticism after 1895. Like the dream of au-
tonomous art, dandies were pure. They entertained without belonging. When
his trials for homosexuality made out that Wilde was not a dandy — dandies,
wrote Baudelaire approvingly in Mon Ceeur mis d nu (1862), did not have erec-
tions — the public that he had amused for a season deserted him, as it had de-
serted Brummell and others whose vulnerability was traced to the social and
financial insecurity that Baudelaire had theorised (Wilde was also Irish). Given
that Wilde’s private life was all too engagé, contradicting his public aesthetic
code of disinterestedness, the aestheticism that he had helped to promote fell
in the public mind from its height of dandiacal purity to a shameful bohemi-
anism that was to be associated with the art world for decades to come. Yet in
his heyday, the dandy was the ironic conscience of mass society. Ostentatiously

7 Jules Barbey D’Aurevilly Of Dandyism and of George Brummell trans. Douglas Ainslie
(London: J. M. Dent, 1897), p. 102.

8 See Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband (1895), in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde (London
and Glasgow: Collins, 1990), p. 522.
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brilliant, he could still distinguish between value and price. Aloof and critical,
he still retained a desire for community, for the approval of others. He showed
the Establishment gentleman what he had sacrificed in the age of privacy and
mass production: individuality, community, beauty.

Progress and Decadence

‘Progress and Decadence are interchangeable terms’, wrote Clive Bell in
Civilisation: An Essay (1928), in which the modern emphasis on individual-
ism was both progressive and decadent. It was progressive in the sense that
Herbert Spencer intended in his evolutionary psychology, and it was decadent
in that its focus on the distinct moods, tastes and perspectives of individuals
isolated them from the group, collective or mass. For Spencer, all Progress was
progress towards individuation through increasing differentiation. Increasing
differentiation described the division oflabour in political economy; the origins
of different species in biology; racial difference in physiology; psychological
realism and fragmentation in literature. ‘Progress, therefore’, Spencer wrote,
in the classic statement of Victorian optimism of 1857,

isnotan accident, butanecessity . . . As surely as the tree becomes bulky when
it stands alone, and slender if one of a group; as surely as the same creature
assumes the different forms of cart-horse and race-horse, according as its
habits demand strength or speed; as surely as a blacksmith’s arm grows large,
and the skin of a labourer’s hand thick; as surely as the eye tends to become
long-sighted in the sailor, and short-sighted in the student; ... as surely as a
passion grows by indulgence and diminishes when restrained; as surely as a
disregarded conscience becomes inert, and one that is obeyed active; as surely
as there is any efficacy in educational culture, or any meaning in such terms
as habit, custom, practice; so surely must the human faculties be moulded
into complete fitness for the social state; so surely must the things we call evil
and immorality disappear; so surely must man become perfect.’

Yet by the end of the century this increasing differentiation threatened the
integrity of the whole. Through most of the nineteenth century, Reason had
meant the mind’s ability to improve the world. Only towards its end and in the
twentieth century did rationality come to mean an individual’s chosen path to
get what he or she wanted irrespective of the quality of the choice. The Good,
the True, and the Beautiful as universal or collective consensus could give way

° HerbertSpencer, ‘Progress: Its Law and Cause’, in Essays, Scientific, Political, and Speculative,
2 vols. (London: Williams & Norgate, 1883), vol. 1, p. 58.

35

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



REGENIA GAGNIER

to individual choice as taste, or mood, or lifestyle. The individual choice or
preference could be seen as monomania, as in Wilde’s Picture of Dotian Gray
(1891) or Salomé (1893). The psychologist Havelock Ellis analysed Decadence in
1889 as when the individuation of parts led to the disintegration of the whole,
and a Decadent style in literature as an anarchistic style in which everything
was sacrificed to the development of the individual parts.”® The poet Ernest
Dowson refined further in 1891. In English literature, Decadence described ‘an
age of afterthought, of reflection. Hence come one great virtue, and one great
vice: the virtue of much and careful meditation upon life, its emotions and
its incidents: the vice of over subtlety and of affectation, when thought thinks
upon itself, and when emotions become entangled with the consciousness of
them.™ The article was followed by Dowson’s ‘Non Sum Qualis Eram Bonae
sub Regno Cynarae’, in which the poet introspects on whether he has been
faithful to his lover, concluding that it depends on his own mind: T have been
faithful to thee, Cynara, in my fashion.” Many, like Matthew Arnold in ‘On
the Modern Element in Literature’ (1869), followed Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
Hegel and Johann Christoph Friedrich von Schiller in worrying about the cost
of this self-reflection in ‘a state of feeling unknown to less enlightened but
perhaps healthier epochs — the feeling of depression and the feeling of ennui.
Depression and ennui; these are the characteristics stamped on how many of
the representative works of modern times.”” Nerves, rather than the more
Romantic—Victorian Senses, characterised the Decadence.

The Decadent was the opposite of the primitive, or Noble Savage: urban, in-
trospective, individuated, enervated. The New Woman writer George Egerton
(Mary Chavelita Dunne) summed it up in presenting half of her essentially
modern couple in Keynotes (1893): T was analysing, being analyzed, criticising,
being criticized.” The New Woman literature was composed of complex,
self-reflective relations between men and women, but the women authors’
emphasis on relatedness distinguished them from the isolation or indepen-
dence of the male Decadents.” The latter were described by the philosopher
Vernon Lee (Violet Paget) in her tale “The Virgin of the Seven Daggers’ (1889),

s

Havelock Ellis, A Note on Paul Bourget’, Pioneer (October 1889) cited in R. K. R. Thornton,
The Decadent Dilemma (London: Edward Arnold, 1983), pp. 38-9.

Ernest Dowson, A Note upon the Practice and Theory of Verse at the Present Time
Obtaining in France’, Century Guild Hobby Horse (April 189r1), cited in Thornton, Decadent
Dilemma, p. 41.

Cited in Thornton, Decadent Dilemma, p. 4.

In A New Woman Reader, ed. Carolyn Christensen Nelson (Toronto: Broadview, 2001),
p- 30.

4 See Regenia Gagnier, ‘Individualism from the New Woman to the Genome: Autonomy
and Independence’, in Partial Answers, li (January 2003), 103-28.
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in which Lee parodies the male egoism of Don Juan. Here the independent
hero—male can only be saved by the blessed mother, a model of interdepen-
dence. Asinso much ofthe Decadence, the issue isnot whether Don Juanssleeps
with men or women, but whether he ever escapes his own mind to connect
with others at all, the kind of mind that Pater called in the ‘Conclusion’ to The
Renaissance (1893) ‘that thick wall of personality through which no real voice has
ever pierced . . . keeping as a solitary prisoner its own dream of a world™.”

Modern literature is arguably the dialogue between individual indepen-
dence and interdependence with others, from Leopold Bloom’s disintegration,
to Molly’s integration; from Eliot’s solipsism in The Wasteland (1922) (‘T have
heard the key / Turn in the door once and turn once only / We think of the
key, each in his prison, / Thinking of the key’), to Gertrude Stein’s intersubjec-
tive Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933). Like individuals, states could reside
in peaceful coexistence with other states or present themselves as essentially
different, competitive or at war. Ironically it was the United States rather than
Old Europe that represented Decadence for Baudelaire in 1857: ‘A nation be-
gins in decadence and starts in fact where others end up . .. Young and old at
one and the same time, America chatters and drivels away with astonishing
volubility.™® We shall return to the idea of national literatures in the section
on ‘Nation and Communication’, in this chapter.

The mirror and the (street) lamp

In Thomas Hardy’s early novel A Pair of Blue Eyes (1873), on church restoration
in Cornwall, Hardy contrasts the village artificer in stone with the London
social atom: In common with most rural mechanics, he had too much in-
dividuality to be a typical “working-man” — a resultant of that beach-pebble
attrition with his kind only to be experienced in large towns, when metamor-
phoses the unit Self into a fraction of the unit Class.”” Hardy attributed the
decline of individualism to the reification of socio-economic class in the divi-
sion of labour. Alternatively, W. E. Henley used precisely the division of labour
in his In Hospital (1888) and London Types (1898) to characterise the diversity
of types in London that distinguished them from what Karl Marx had called
in The Communist Manifesto (1848) the lack of differentiation in the country,
or ‘the idiocy of rural life’. The fin de siécle saw a series of volumes of po-
etry celebrating the multiplication of types in London: Amy Levy’s A London

> Walter Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry, ed. Donald L. Hill (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1980), pp. 187-8.

¢ Baudelaire, ‘Further Notes on Edgar Poe’, p. 189.

7 Thomas Hardy, A Pair of Blue Eyes, ed. Alan Manford (Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 87.
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Plane-Tree (1889); Henley’s In Hospital, London Voluntaries (1893) and London
Types; Lawrence Binyon’s series of London Visions (1896 and 1899); Ernest Rhys’s
A London Rose (1894); John Davidson’s Fleet Street Ecologues (1893); and Arthur
Symons’s London Nights (1895). Henley used these types’ class-based idioms in
dramatic lyrics and monologues; throughout the 1890s he also compiled and
edited a dictionary of Slang and Its Analogues (1890-1904), a groundbreaking
work in lexicography, using language to differentiate the geography of the
metropolis.

Yet the Literature of the Pavement, as Arthur Machen and others called it,
remained as much about introspection as interpersonal exchanges. In Jenny’
(1881), Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s persona began by objectifying the street-walker
(‘Lazy, laughing languid Jenny / Fond of a kiss and fond of a guinea’), but ended
objectifying himself (And must I mock you to the last / Ashamed of my own
Shame — aghast’).”® There is a line in De Profundis (1897), Wilde’s long letter to
Alfred Douglas from prison, which objectifies Wilde’s comparable self-scrutiny
andself-contempt, when he describes the way thathe and Douglas, after having
flaunted bourgeois morality, appealed to bourgeois law in conversations with
their solicitors: ‘when in the ghastly glare of a bleak room you and I would
sit with serious faces telling serious lies to a bald man’." In Arthur Symons’s
“White Heliotrope’ (1897), the couple regard each other through their mutual
self-absorption (that thick wall of personality through which no real voice has
ever pierced):

The mirror that has sucked your face
Into its secret deep of deeps,

And there mysteriously keeps
Forgotten memories of grace;

And you, half dressed and half awake,
Your slant eyes strangely watching me,
And I, who watch you drowsily,

With eyes that, having slept not, ache.

In Symons’s “Stella Maris’ (1897), the Juliet of a night” whose ‘heart holds many
a Romeo’ is matched only by the speaker who has ‘sought on many a breast /
The ecstacy of love’s unrest’. He does not even know why he recalls her, she
being but a serial lover, ‘neither first nor last of all’. Yet, unlike Eliot’s awful

8 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Poems (London: Dent, 1968), p. 72.
9 The Portable Oscar Wilde, ed. Richard Aldington and Stanley Weintraub (London: Penguin,
1981), p. 626.
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daring of a moment’s surrender that an age of prudence can never retract,
Symons does not repent with North American Puritan shame but endlessly
repeats in his mind the anonymous pleasures:*°

Child, I remember, and can tell

One night we loved each other well,
And one night’s love, at least or most,
Is not so small a thing to boast . ..
That joy was ours, we passed it by,
You have forgotten me, andI...
Won an instant from oblivion.

The division of labour that produced diversity of type also produced regu-
larity, reproduction of type and mechanical rhythms of subjectivity. The sexual
promiscuity so celebrated in the 1890s also induced the ennui of the mechan-
ical lover — the ‘love-machine’ — of Swinburne’s ‘Faustine’ (1862). Swinburne’s
mechanical metre was beaten into his youngbody by Classics tutors at school.*
Subjective rhythm matches the subjective transformation of the public sacra-
mental image in Swinburne’s “Triumph of Time’ (1866), in which life is
wrung dry as a wafer, and broken as bread, but no body and no blood is
transubstantiated, just offered up in obsessively metrical sacrifice of self to
lover:

I had wrung life dry for your lips to drink,

Broken it up for your daily bread:

Body for body and blood for blood,

As the flow of the full sea risen to flood

That yearns and trembles before it sink,

I had given, and lain down for you, glad and dead.

The second generation Arts and Craftsmaster John Paul Cooper perceived the
mechanical rhythms of modernlife as threats to the movement’s individualism:
‘art is intuition and intuition is individuality, and individuality can never be
repeated’.** The duality of Progress (later called the Dialectic of Enlighten-
ment) was epitomised in the 1896 Olympic Games in Athens. ‘Citius, altius,

*° For the tensions between Symons’s posture of the Artist and his Cornish family’s Method-
ism, see R. Gagnier, Art, Elitism, and Gender: the Last of the Aesthetes’, in Review, 12
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1990), pp. 107-17.

* Yopie Prins, Victorian Sappho (Princeton University Press, 1999), p. 119—22.

** N. Natasha Kuzmanovi¢, John Paul Cooper: Designer and Craftsman of the Arts and Crafts
Movement (Phoenix Mill: Sutton, 1999), p. 155.
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fortius” —faster, higher, stronger — the motto signified a European dream of in-
dividual perfection through perfect competition, Spencer’s progress. Yet as the
means — perfect competition — were mechanised, the end result was the Tay-
lorisation of the athlete. E. W. Taylor began his career in sport, and Taylorism
culminated in the ‘totalization of sport’, in which wealthy nations produced
athletes through sophisticated and expensive technical intervention. Henning
Eichberg has studied the ‘Anthropology Days’ of the 1904 Olympics, which
pitted indigenous peoples against one another with the consequence that they
failed to prove themselves competitive.*

The rapid interface of technologies and subjectivities characterises the
period: the rise of the giant corporation, mass production and mass
consumption; the development and distribution of electrical energy (see
Richard Le Gallienne’s ‘iron lilies of the Strand’ in ‘Ballad of London’ (1895),
in which the metropolis is the ‘Great City of Midnight Sun’, not for its north-
ern lights but for its streetlamps); aviation and motor vehicles (see John
Davidson’s ‘ever-muttering, prisoned storm / the heart of London beating
warm’ (‘London,” 1894)); the emergence of mass politics, mass media and
mass sport, by way of which the body of ordinary people, denoted as ‘the
masses’, was growing into a major participant in public affairs; popular cul-
ture and leisure activities; the birth of quantum mechanics, relativity physics
and the beginning of the systematic study of genetics.* In his extensive work
on Victorian mass media, Patrick Brantlinger has written of the flourishing
of sociological theory between 1880 and 1914: Ferdinand Tonnies’s analysis
of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, Emile Durkheim’s of ‘anomie’ and suicide,
Georg Simmel’s of the marketplace and exchange, Vilfredo Pareto’s of elites
versus masses.”” These developments and analyses revealed the division of
labour that both individuated and reproduced types, that brought freedom
as well as anomie and bureaucracy. They offered individuals unprecedented
scope and choice, so that progress was towards individualism. However, the
same techniques, as Hardy had said, tended to mechanise, routinise, massify.
As crowd psychology grew, Sigmund Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents
(1930) turned Spencer on his head. Freud, who it is increasingly clear should
be recognised as the philosopher of the Decadence, feared that Individualism,
as a socio-biological drive towards self-assertion, would be overwhelmed. All

* Henning Eichberg, ‘Forward Race and the Laughter of Pygmies: on Olympic Sport’, in
Mikulas Teich and Roy Porter, eds., Fin de Siécle and Its Legacy (Cambridge University
Press, 1990), pp. 115-31.

4 See Teich and Porter, eds., Fin de Siécle and Its Legacy.

* Patrick Brantlinger, ‘Mass Media and Culture in Fin-de-siécle Europe’, in Teich and
Porter, Fin de Siécle and its Legacy, pp. 80—97.
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progress and civilisation were away from individualism towards the herd or
mass.>

Art and life, and death

If the Decadence is characterised by socio-psychological tensions between
the one and the many, Aestheticism is characterised by the tensions between
art and life. While women of all classes were moving into public- or work-
space, male ‘designers’ were beginning to colonise the home, displacing the
less pretentious home decorators of an earlier era.*” Some women responded
to this colonisation of the domus by out-heroding Herod, with a formalist
aesthetic as Aesthetic as the men’s. Thus Rosamund Marriott Watson, who
ran a fashion column in the Pall Mall Gazette, perfected the idea of woman as
consumer, whose taste reflected her choices and preference. Marriott Watson
referred exclusively to the form, not function, of women’s wear, making no
reference to the woman who might wear the garment, but only to its contrast
of line and colour, and turning the dress away from human wear and tear (and
dirt) towards the functionlessness of sculpture: she refers not to the hem of the
gown that trails on the ground but the foot, like a pedestal. Marriott Watson
does not write as John Ruskin or Henry Mayhew had done, of textile and
couture production in conditions of exploitation, but rather she aestheticises
with the timelessness of the mythic Orient: [The] gown reminds you of Japan,
of course, as all good decoration must.””® The woman of Taste must be able
to interpret such distinctions, to ‘read’ the garment and exercise judgement.
Even more parodically, Mariott Watson analysed the ascesis (the much-
praised aesthetic economy of discipline and restraint) of mourning as a ‘poetics
of clothing’, a Whistlerian palette of black, grey, lavender and white, which,
like the rigid forms of the Sonnet, simultaneously confined and expressed great
feeling. She analysed formal mourning as ‘the poetry of sorrow” and embroi-
dered the phrase as ‘the shadow of consolation in the language of variegated
woolens’,* ‘that dawn of comfort (in heliotrope and grey) to which the deep
night of sables has perforce to give place’.* Like Symons’s Symbolist poets,
she interpreted broken patterns as expressing emotional fragmentation: the

¢ Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontent in The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. James Strachey, 24 vols. (London: Hogarth
Press, 1961), XXI, pp. 140-1.

7 See Talia Schaffer, The Forgotten Female Aesthetes: Literary Culture in Late-Victorian England
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000).

2 Ibid., p. 115. % Ibid., p. 116. % Ibid., p. 117.
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cloud of black skirt bewails the relative, while the silver-lined bodice rejoices in
the legacy?' Marriott Watson can express laughter between the tears because
formal mourning is not about grief but the performance of grief. She uses aes-
thetic form to distance herself from the everyday woman’s world of cleaning,
clothing and grieving.

Another female aesthete, Alice Meynell, employed the formal properties of
art — metre and colour — to aestheticise everyday life. An industrious woman,
Meynell ran a literary writing and publishing partnership with her husband,
raised seven children, and in the 1890s while serving the Catholic Revival
also wrote a weekly column for the Pall Mall Gazette. “The Rhythm of Life’
(1893) is a lyrical meditation on recurrence in the day-to-day repetitions in
life with children, the elderly and the ailing; in the cycles of reproduction
and domesticity; in the life of emotions and the metricality of disease.” It is a
critique of linearity and progress as profound as that of the Modernists Virginia
Woolf and James Joyce. In “The Colour of Life’ (1896) Meynell again vivifies a
formal property, in this case colour rather than metre. She opposes the red of
bloodshed — of life violated — to the colour of life:

Red has been praised for its nobility as the colour of life. But the true colour
of life is not red. Red is the colour of violence, or of life broken open, edited,
and published. Or if red is indeed the colour of life, it is so only on condition
that it is not seen . . . It is one of the things the value of which is secrecy, one
of the talents that are to be hidden in a napkin. The true colour of life is
the ... modest colour of the unpublished blood.?

Meynell laments that for months together London cannot see the colour of
life for people go darkly covered, which introduces the London boy stripping
down for an llicit dip in the Serpentine, whose nakedness returns to off-season
London the colour of life: ‘At the stroke of eight he sheds.. . . the hues of dust,
soot, and fog, which are the colours the world has chosen for the clothing of
its boys — and he makes.. . . a bright and delicate flush between the grey-blue
water and the grey-blue sky.* The passage shows the formalist distinctions of
the connoisseur as in Marriott Watson: the reduction of the boy to ‘figure” and
the emergence of colour and character through contrast and juxtaposition.
The boy is so entirely aestheticised, so absorbed into the landscape, that we
are surprised when Meynell suddenly gives him voice: All the squalor is gone

3 Ibid.

3> Allcitations from Alice Meynell, Prose and Poetry Centenary Volume, ed. Vita Sackville-West
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1947).

# Ibid., p. 219. 3 Ibid., p. 220.
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in a moment, kicked off with the second boot, and the child goes shouting
to complete the landscape with the lacking colour of life. You are inclined to
wonder that, even undressed, he still shouts with a Cockney accent.”®

We may contrast Meynell’s emphasis on the reproduction of metre and
colourinlife and art, and her ethics of interdependence, with an equal counter-
tendency in the literature of the fin de siécle. This is the masculine notion —
very different in tendency — of life as Will. Life as Will is also about continuous
movement or motion but this is motion as continuous violence, sometimes
called ‘creative destruction’. John Davidson’s persona in the dramatic mono-
logue “Thirty Bob a Week’ (1894) anticipated not just T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock,
Sweeney, Gerontian, and the masses of clerks pouring over London Bridge
in The Waste Land, but also Joyce’s demotic Ulysses (1922). Eliot wrote of the
poem’s ‘complete fitness of content and idiom’, while the clerk writes of sur-
vival of the fittest on thirty bob a week. Too experienced in the school of hard
knocks to believe in Progress, but too proud to believe in social determinism,
the clerk opts for individual will and Darwinian struggle (‘complete fitness of
content and idiom”):

And it’s this way that I make it out to be:

No fathers, mothers, countries, climates — none;
Not Adam was responsible for me,

Nor society, nor systems, nary one:

A little sleeping seed, I woke — I did, indeed —

A million years before the blooming sun.

I woke because I thought the time had come;
Beyond my will there was no other cause. ..

I was the love that chose my mother out;

I joined two lives and from the union burst;
My weakness and my strength without a doubt
Are mine alone for ever from the first.?

This is voluntarism with a self-hating vengeance, an insistence on indepen-
dence not just from society and parents but at the level of the sperm. Yet while
the clerk’s class has adopted this Smilesian self-help verging on Nietzschean
will, his is no paean to Progress. He knows that there is no reason on the part
ofhis class for Reason, that there is nothing “proper’ — his own — or fitting about
his life on thirty bob a week. The poem concludes with a mere mechanical

» Ibid.
% John Davidson, “Thirty Bob a Week’, in R. K. R. Thornton and Marion Thain eds., Poetry
of the 1890s (London: Penguin, 1997), pp. 89-93.
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struggle for survival, as pointless and doomed as the trenches would be for
the next generation (by which time Davidson will have thrown himself off the
cliffs at Penzance).

It’s a naked child against a hungry wolf;

It’s a playing bowls upon a splitting wreck;

It's walking on a string across a gulf

With millstones fore-and-aft about your neck;

But the thing is daily done by many and many a one;
And we fall, face forward, fighting, on the deck.

Davidson’s profoundly empathic insight into the Darwinian struggle for
working-class men eventually took possession of him in an unflinching ma-
terialism that saw itself as a will to power as knowledge. In his “Testament
of a Vivisector’ (1901—2), heavily influenced by Arthur Schopenhauer, Charles
Darwin and Nietzsche’s ideas of will via Havelock Ellis, the protagonist has
been abandoned by wife and children and pursues his trade in rapt isolation.”
The vivisector sees carving up living creatures as the zest” of scientific inquiry:
matter is thought achieved, unconscious will. The desire to escape from it is
matter warring with itself, the dialectics of nature, of Enlightenment. Initially
the vivisector ‘began to hew the living flesh, / I seemed to seek . .. The miti-
gation of disease’. He soon begins to ‘study pain’ for its own sake, until there
is only pain, pain as knowledge, whether in the heat of the sun or the con-
tractions of maternity. Davidson does not perceive Meynell’s dulcet rhythm of
recurrence but the eternal destruction of Will to knowledge. Davidson’s next
poem would be the posthumously published “Testament of John Davidson’.
The idea of Will as biological instinct, like the force that drives the plant to
grow or the cancer to spread or the species to multiply, was profoundly linked
to Victorian ideas of knowledge and science. The meticulous, even obsessive,
transcriptions and analyses that did not distinguish between health and disease
defined empirical science and its literary offshoot Naturalism. Indeed it was
this lack of distinction between health and disease as both equally the sub-
ject of knowledge that made progress and Decadence, or, in scientific terms,
Degeneration, interchangeable. Brian Stableford, who has collected the most
extreme literature of Decadence, sees syphilis as the key cause of the move-
ment, as many of its writers suffered and died from the disease. Where most
saw health and Progress the Decadents saw disease, which they clinically, or,
in literary terms, Naturalistically, transcribed. They were thus the forerunners

¥ John Davidson, “Testament of a Vivisector’, in The Second Dedalus Book of Decadence
pp. 210-17.
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of the pathology of everyday life of Freudian psychology. The most extreme
Decadent literature aestheticises the nervousness of dying as an intense form
of living, and knowledge itself.

In Joris-Karl Huysmans’s A Rebours (1884), the so-called ‘breviary of the
Decadence’ (Symons), ‘it all comes down to syphilis in the end’.?® The Deca-
dent protagonist Duc Jean Floressas des Esseintes enjoys self-imposed isolation
in order to construct highly personal canons of language, literature, clothing
and cosmetics. He has prepared a Black Feast, and in this, as in his canon-
construction, he nods to Decadence in its classical sense of ‘coming after’. Yet
whereas the Roman Black Feast or funereal dinner party was moralised as ex-
posing the decadence of the guests or politicised as displaying the power of the
host, i.e., as producing the social effects of cathartic pity and fear, Des Esseintes’s
invitations merely request spectators at ‘a funeral banquet in memory of the
host’s virility’.** Whereas Black Feasts in Petronius, Seneca, Domitian and
Tacitus are all action and violence, in Huysmans they are all contemplation and
morbidity. In Huysmans, Decadence is a category of Taste, the construction
of a private canon or gesture that defines the self, as in Nietzsche’s Hellenism
or Pater’s highly idiosyncratic Renaissance, that reaches from twelfth-century
France to eighteenth-century Germany. As in Wilde’s astonishing lists in Dotian
Gray or “The Sphinx’ (1894), these private canons often interpellated specific
audiences, which interpellations annoyed those of the mass-oriented Nordau’s
persuasion.

However, the Will to knowledge was not necessarily a death-wish. The
Spencerian Individualists defined Energy of Will as self-originating force, ‘the
soul of every great character’, and the basis of the self-governing state.** Along
with the political philosophers who made up the Individualists were the clerks
themselves, who rejected Davidson’s and Dostoevsky’s combative and resent-
tul clerks, Forster’s Leonard Bast, or Eliot’s hordes going to work over London
Bridge. Submerged in the mass, they worked well and taught themselves. Ac-
cording to Jonathan Rose in The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes
(2001), the authors of so many clerks” autobiographies ‘were not isolated or
alienated: they depict themselves as part of a large and lively community of
philosopher—accountants’.#' Far from Eliot’s city of faceless masses, London

3 J. K. Huysmans, Against Nature, trans. Robert Baldick (New York: Penguin, 1982), p. 101.

% Ibid., p. 27.

4 For the Individualists, see Regenia Gagnier, “The Law of Progress and the Ironies of
Individualism in the Nineteenth Century’, in New Literary History, 31, 2, pp. 315—36. Special
issue on Economics and Culture.

4 Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2001), p. 407.
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offered these office workers unequalled scope for identity and liberty. V. W.
Garratt, migrating to London from Birmingham after World War I, found
that the city’s crowds stimulated individuality by giving poor men access to
art, literature and music not available in the village.**

These autodidacts saw the North American Modernists as deracinated,
imitating hypersophisticated European Decadents. Admirers of Wilde like
E Holland Day and Ralph Cram in New England educated boys at Day’s farm
Little Good Harbour in the ways of European culture, a paideuma that pro-
duced the author of The Prophet (1923), Kahlil Gibran. Yet Richard Church
(b. 1893), the son of a postman, raised and educated in South London,
judged T. S. Eliot’s style the ‘dreadful self-consciousness of so many déraciné
Americans, aping the hyper-civilised European decadent. [It] has always given
me the sensation of being in the presence of death, of flowers withered because
the plant has been torn from its taproot in a native soil. Even the novels of
Henry James have for me this desiccated atrophy, unsimple and pretentious.’#
These are the people whom Eliot, Forster, Davidson and James himself in
The Princess Cassamassima (1886) reduced to their function in the division of
labour.

When working-class autodidacts like Aneuran Bevan did fear the ‘abom-
inable brutality of the majority’#* that would overrun individual dignity they
turned to A. R. Orage’s New Age and the Modernist journal The Egoist: An
Individualist Review. They responded enthusiastically to Nietzsche and the
Uruguayan philosopher José Enriqué Rodo, who combined economic egali-
tarianism with intellectual elitism. Edwin Muir (b. 1887) wrote: “The idea of
a transvaluation of all values intoxicated me with a feeling of false power. I,
a poor clerk in a beer-bottling factory, adopted the creed of aristocracy, and
happy until now to be an Orkney man somewhat lost in Glasgow, I began to
regard myself somewhat tentatively as a “good European.”#

Nation and communication

Nietzsche’s image of the Good European, who would transcend national,
ethnic, and racial boundaries by way of a communicative cosmopolitanism,
was one expression of the period’s complex geopolitical vision. The local
and rooted could have two faces: the ‘blood and soil” that could culminate
in Fascism or the ethnic pride that resisted domination. Cosmopolitanism as

4 Ibid., p. 411. 4 Ibid., p. 416. 4 Ibid., p. 423. 4 Ibid., p. 428.
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a progressive vision of transnational communication and cultural exchange
was distinguished from international trade, or globalisation, which was often
resisted as colonisation and domination.

The Irish Literary Renaissance countered a materialistic and global
Englishness by way of a chthonic Irish literature and theatre, including models
of heroism, epic vision, classlessness and emotion connected with the land.
Kasturi Chaudhuri has compared Yeats’s anti-political, or spiritual, national-
ism with that of Rabindranath Tagore, who “valued the inner life or soul of
the people” more than the political concept of the nation.*® This comparative
context could certainly be developed in relation to the European concept of
the Volk.

Scott Ashley has contextualised the morbidity of the European Decadence
with the postcolonial decline of the Atlantic ‘Celtic Fringe’.#” Edward Tylor’s
anthropology after 1871, Andrew Lang’s Custom and Myth (1884) and James
Frazer’s Golden Bough (1890) linked the decimation of Ireland and other colo-
nial peoples to Degeneration at home (see Stevenson's The Beach of Falesd
(1892) and In the South Seas (1896), which were parallel to his planned but un-
written work The Transformation of the Scottish Highlands). Ireland, the Scottish
Highlands, Wales and Brittany had suffered depopulation, famine and linguis-
tic persecution since the late eighteenth century. Cornwall, still clinging to the
last relics of its language in 1700, had seen it bleed to death with remarkable
rapidity by 1800. By the 1890s Irish, Gaelic, Breton, Welsh and Manx were with
good evidence being described as dying languages by both their champions
and their detractors, and during the last decades of the nineteenth century
several attempts were made to reverse the rapid erosion of Celtic speakers,
perhaps the most famous of which was the founding of the Gaelic League in
1893. Yet despite these institutional efforts, all non-native speaker revivals were
posited on images of decay and death. Hence the Irish Literary Renaissance is
also known as the Celtic Twilight.

Collecting ballads and folklore in Brittany from rural labourers and artisans
marginalised by industrialisation at the fin de siécle, Anatole Le Braz talked
of the “songs turned to sighs’. In 1896, Elisabeth and William Sharp, creators
of the Hebridean peasant—visionary ‘Fiona Macleod’, published Lyra Celtica:

46 Kasturi Chaudhuri, ‘Synge and the Irish Literary Renaissance’, (PhD Thesis, University
of Calcutta, New Delhi, 2000), p. 68.

47 Scott Ashley, ‘Primitivism, Celticism and Morbidity in the Atlantic Fin de Siécle’, in Patrick
McGuinness, Symbolism, Decadence and the Fin de Siécle: French and European Perspectives
(University of Exeter Press, 2000), pp. 175-93.
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An Anthology of Representative Celtic Poetry, which duly inspired the pan-Celtic
vision of W. B. Yeats, John Millington Synge and Augusta Gregory. True to the
Symbolist roots of his early poetry, Yeats saw in the everyday existence of the
people symbols to move Ireland to action. Synge invested much of his adult life
studying Irish in Dublin and Paris, spending part of his summers among Irish
speakers on Aran (1898-1902) and in the Kerry Gaeltacht and the Blasket Islands
(1903-5). He was initially disappointed by the triviality of indigenous speech
rather than what he pursued as ‘the real spirit of the island’. Yet witnessing
mourners at a funeral, he came to understand, as Samuel Beckett would with
a vengeance, that ‘talk of the daily trifles veils them from the terror of the
world’: ‘In this cry of pain the inner consciousness of the people seems to lay
itself bare for an instant.’*® What Synge saw in the indigenous peoples was a
tragic vision comparable to that in the Greek myths of the wild Peloponnesus.
And so it was to tragedy that the Irish Renaissance returned: the inward-
looking soul of a people expressed in song against Weber’s mechanised iron
cage.

British writers had to make a similar choice between internationalism and
ethnicity. William Morris and Edward Carpenter expressed in the 1880s an
ethnic idealism that might have converged with the murderous masculinism
evoked by Davidson in Britain and the Freikorps in Germany, replete with
icons of priapic labour and desire for the labouring body of the proletariat. But
there were two crucial distinctions between the Morris—Carpenter vision and
the German Volk’s. The first was not gendered: the virile body in service of
protecting others was ultimately chivalric, aristocratic, rather than mass, and it
was equally accessible to women: as with Yeats’s and Lady Gregory’s Cathleen
ni Houlihan (Ireland), women in Morris, as in our current popular fantasies, are
as virile as the men, and men are as protective of the weak as are women. And,
second, it was precisely labour that constituted the transformative power of
the biological will in Morris and Carpenter, not the sterile reflective thought —
the scientific will to knowledge — that drove the Vivisector and Nietzsche
himself to destruction. The labouring body in Morris and Carpenter is more
akin to the maternal figures in Meynell than the Freikorps soldier—male: rigid,
independent, terrified of absorption in the mass even while his identity is only
in the armoured millipede of the phalanx.

The duality was crystallised in Morris’s socialist romance Pilgrims of Hope
(1885), in which voice and speech uniting the generations are breathed from
the virile bodies of father and mother, and the folk (in this case the French

48 Tbid., p. 101.

48

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The Victorian fin de siécle and Decadence

Communards) are poised between the beloved soil and the socialist Interna-
tional. The mother who will die on the barricades addresses her infant son:

Then mayst thou remember hereafter . . . this tale of thy mother’s voice
As oft in the calm of dawning I have heard the birds rejoice,

As oft I have heard the storm-wind go moaning through the wood,
And I knew that earth was speaking, and the mother’s voice was good.

The next century would see the struggle between the identity politics of
emerging national literatures/mother-tongues and cosmopolitanism, or, in
more negative, economic, terms, globalisation.
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The Indian-born Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936), who throughout his career
wrote from a sense of being un-English and “‘unhomely’, although himself
a writer in English, was one of the first openly to recognise that British culture
and literature were shot through and through with the experience and the
perceptions of empire. This chapter, ‘Empire and Modern Writing’, aims to
expand on some of the implications of Kipling’s thought. It will suggest that
understanding British society at the turn of the nineteenth into the twenti-
eth century in all its fissiparous uncertainty, its fears of degeneration coupled
with its convictions of cultural superiority, entails placing that society inside
the complicated context of its longstanding colonial engagements. Here lie
many of the sources of its chronic paranoia; here is located the contact zone
with those other cultures in relation to which it understood itself." This was
a time when the British Empire had reached its greatest geographic extent
ever, even as British industrial power was for the first time feeling the pinch of
competition from Germany and the United States. Whether they were writing
swashbuckling adventure tales, or probing inner structures of feeling, writers
were not unaware of this impress of the rest of the world not only on the
British Isles, but on the millions of miles of its imperial borders. As Kipling
himself memorably put it in a poem calling for a greater imperial awareness
in Britain: ‘And what should they know of England who only England know??

At about the same time Kipling began to publish in Lahore the Indian short
stories that made his name, another colonial writer, the South African feminist
Olive Schreiner (1855-1920), too, explored from her own alienated vantage
point feelings of absurdity and suppressed terror at the project of dominating
other peoples. In particular, her work dramatises how Enlightenment ideas of

' On cultural and linguistic contact zones, see Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel
Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992).

* Rudyard Kipling, “The English Flag’, The Definitive Edition of Rudyard Kipling’s Verse
(London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1989), p. 221.
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rational, progressive development, which fuelled nineteenth-century science
and social thinking as well as the imperial project itself, were rendered useless
and destructive when they failed to take account of the cultural mentalities with
which that project brought them into contact. Empire, stripped of its pomp,
finery and manifold hypocrisy, and viewed in relation to its oppressed, in fact
made a very poor moral show. Some twenty-five years later Leonard Woolf
(1880-1969) glossed what he saw as the bankrupting of liberalism by empire in
this way: “Theoretically everyone is told that he is equal with everyone else,
while practically we try to be paternal, despotic.”

Schreiner’s 1883 iconic first novel The Story of an African Farm represents
colonial settler society in microcosm in the form of a small farm community
isolated on the arid plains of the South African hinterland.* Within the surro-
gate family that makes up this community, greed, fear and shapeless yearning
are the governing emotions, in relation to which inherited moral structures,
just like the maps brought over from Europe, have little purchase. Nothing
that is created on the farm comes to fruition and natural generation has been
curtailed: the children are orphans, the ‘New Woman’ Lyndall dies in child-
birth, the ‘wild boy” Waldo’s carefully designed machine is destroyed. In spite
of Schreiner’s own Social Darwinist language, the suspicion arises that if the
colonial characters were only able to address the outside world of the desert
and the natives who populate it, whose art scores the rocks round about,
they might break out of their deadly introversion. This would, however, mean
changing their social character entirely, and giving up their autocratic power.
Significantly, those who converse most easily, or who most successfully trans-
late between the monadic personalities of the farmstead, are either African or
white children.

As Schreiner’s example demonstrates, far more intensely so than in the mid-
dle nineteenth century, late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century literature
not only registered but reflected upon the profound social, political, cultural
and epistemological impacts of colonialism, and its formal incarnation, imperi-
alism > Itisan observation that applies not only to the so-called colonial writing
produced in the British Empire by native-born Europeans, such as Kipling and
Schreiner (whose careers were, however, made in London), but, as will be seen,
to metropolitan writers like D. H. Lawrence and Virginia Woolfalso. Ina world

3 Leonard Woolf, Letter to Lytton Strachey (3 March 1907), in The Letters of Leonard Woolf,
ed. Frederic Spotts (London: Bloomsbury, 1990), pp. 124-5.

4 Olive Schreiner, The Story of an African Farm, ‘Foreword” by Doris Lessing (London:
Hutchinson, 1987).

> Inbrief, imperialism may be defined as the process of controlling land one does not possess
and forcing governance upon the people who live there.
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seemingly made smaller by speeded-up travel and communications systems
(the commercial steamship, the telegraph),® the commodities, artefacts and
even presences of other cultures, far-flung and nearby, and variously inter-
preted either as vital and alarming, or primitive and fear-inducing, inevitably
became knitted deep into British society. This was a time when, as Lyn Innes
among others has observed, Britain played host to an increasing number of
Indian, African and Caribbean ‘visitors” from the colonies. These included
students like Sarojini Naidu, Cornelia Sorabji and Jawaharlal Nehru; reform-
ers like J. J. Thomas and Pandita Ramabai; travellers like A. B. C. Merriman
Labour.” Agitated by the repeated political failure to achieve Home Rule, Irish
writers, too, such as W. B. Yeats, ]J. M. Synge and James Joyce, responded to
their particular experience of Ireland’s colonisation by Britain when in their
work they sought to supply their nation with cultural self-definitions of its
own. The Irish, Joyce wrote, had to ‘stamp’ upon the English language ‘the
mark of their own genius’ in order that the language might bear the burden
of an Irish colonial awareness.®

Even those British authors and cultural commentators whose attitudes re-
mained resolutely of an imperial stripe, such as the writer of adventure fiction
H. Rider Haggard or Robert Baden-Powell, founder of the worldwide Scout
Movement, were occasionally given to expressing respect for so-called primi-
tive cultures, Native American and Zulu in particular.® Despite their delight in
imperial adventure and success, despite their undisguised triumphalism, they
saw in these cultures evidence of social and military discipline and survival
skills which, in appropriated form, they believed might prove the salvation
of a west believed to be degenerating even as it was expanding. The West’s
decadence, in fact, was the corrosive threat that lay at the heart of all imperial
endeavour. As in the case of Rome, so, too, of Britain — empire, overextending
itself, might end in ruins.” Or as in Kipling’s poem ‘Recessional’: ‘Lo, all our
pomp of yesterday is one with Nineveh and Tyre.” Especially around the time
of the disastrous Anglo-Boer war (1899-1902), the British in Kipling’s view were
in danger of losing their redeeming imperial idealism, their belief in Duty and

o

In 1900, with the laying of the cross-Pacific cable between Australia and Canada, the
imperial communications network had in fact become global in its reach.

See C. L. Innes, A History of Black and Asian Writing in Britain, 1700—2000 (Cambridge
University Press, 2002), for example, pp. 126—41.

Richard Ellman, James Joyce (Oxford University Press, 1965), p. 26.

See H. Rider Haggard, King Solomon’s Mines (1885; Oxford World’s Classics, 1989) and
She (1887; Oxford World’s Classics, 1991); and Robert Baden-Powell, Scouting for Boys, ed.
Elleke Boehmer (Oxford World’s Classics, 2004).

Baden-Powell, Scouting for Boys, pp. 295—6.
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Law, and their empire with it."" Native ‘savagery’ and vitality thus represented
at once a major threat to the Empire’s stability, and, in appropriated form, a
possible source of its salvation. As regards the general pressure of the margins
upon the centre, therefore, chroniclers of colonial experience like Haggard or
Conrad prepared the ground for the admission of the simultaneous fascina-
tion and threat of difference among a younger, more culturally and ethically
uncertain group of writers, such as the early Modernists. The ‘other’, or ‘con-
tending native’, in the imperial historian J. R. Seeley’s phrase, even iflabelled by
and contained within racist stereotypes, offered new ways of seeing to artists
already pondering the implications of the subjective, relativising gaze. As the
proto-Modernist, Polish-born Joseph Conrad (1857-1924) expressed it in An
Outpost of Progress’ (1896), a curtain-raiser for his tenebrous indictment of
colonial brutality in Heart of Darkness (1899): “The contact with primitive man
and primitive nature brings sudden and profound trouble into the heart.”
What that trouble entailed, essentially, was a sense of the extreme foreignness
yet intense recognisability of “primitive nature’. The white man was attempt-
ing to distance as ‘other’ that which he at the same time partially conceded
was fundamental to himself.”

It is the narrator Marlow’s suspicion at the start of Heart of Darkness that
Europe exposes its own primitive heart in the very act of ‘civilising” other
peoples, which leads him to utter his well-known assertion: London, too, ‘has
been one of the dark places of the earth’. The contemporary shock factor of
this statement is most clearly perceived when we remember that the effort
to bring ‘backward peoples’ into the light of progress (represented either by
commerce or by Christianity, or both), constituted a major justification for
the imperial mission in the first place. Imperial ideology dictated that the
‘lesser breeds” of Kipling’s ‘Recessional’, for example, should be saved from
themselves, although never fully so, not to the extent of their becoming part
of the white colonial elect. However, in a world of collapsing certainties, as
Marlow’s perception reveals, it became the more difficult to disguise the con-
tradiction that lay at the very heart of the colonial project: the simultaneous

" Kipling, ‘Recessional’ (1897), The Definitive Edition, p. 328.

> Joseph Conrad, An Outpost of Progress’, in Tales of Unrest (London: T. Fisher Unwin,
1898); rpt. in Empire Writing: An Anthology of Colonial Literature 1870—1918 (Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1998), pp. 248—70. See also Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (London: Penguin,
1995).

' The masculinity of the imperial project is conventionally taken as axiomatic. White
women, of course, played important roles in colonialism as wives, nurses, missionaries
and, occasionally, explorers and reformers, but their gender placed them in a secondary
position in relation to the core structures and definitions of imperial power. See, for ex-
ample, Kumari Jayawardena, The White Woman’s Other Burden (London: Routledge, 1995).
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appeal to, and denial of, the humanity of colonised people. Although slow
to concede a basic articulacy to oppressed Africans, Conrad’s scepticism with
regard to the benefits of progress in Heart of Darkness, as also in Nostromo
(1904), brought him close to an acknowledgement that the position of the
white man in the colonies was morally indefensible. Ultimately, as Leonard
Woolf also realised, colonial oppression might thus become impossible prac-
tically to sustain.™

The unsettling resonances of the imperial encounter had the effect, too,
of amplifying the other shocks sustained by the British social and political
body in the Age of Empire’ (1875-1914), in Eric Hobsbawm’s term.” These
embraced, in no particular order, the rise of socialism, the emergence of the
New Woman, the failure of religion among intellectuals, and the unease cre-
ated by national rivalries within Europe. Indeed, as against the many interpre-
tations of Modernism as an Anglo-Saxon’ or northern phenomenon — most
notoriously in Fredric Jameson’s essay ‘Modernism and Imperialism” — such
emergent political, social and cultural movements internal to Europe were
probably seen as the more disruptive due to that ‘profound trouble’ brought
by colonial contact. New explorations in psychoanalysis, too, complemented
by developments in anthropology, unsettled the boundaries of the known,
familiar world by proposing that savagery’s primary residence lay within the
unconscious, not in the far recesses of the Empire.” As also in experiments
with so-called primitive art forms at this time, like those of Paul Gauguin,
Pablo Picasso or Mark Gertler, the conventional divides between reason and
unreason, as between metropolis and colony, were rendered mobile, porous
and constantly shifting. The contact with native cultures raised difficult, if not
unanswerable questions about the certainty and stability of Western social,
national and spiritual orders, which, as I will show, were translated into the
new inconclusiveness and formal incompletions of art.

Quite contrary to prevailing colonial assumptions, therefore, that Britain
had firmly placed its imprint on the Empire, colonised cultures in fact helped
to mould the modern formation of the British nation and its culture, and,
as Simon Gikandi and Jonathan Schneer have argued, shaped its image of

' Joseph Conrad, Nostromo, ed. Martin Seymour-Smith (London: Penguin, 1983).

> Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire 18751914 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1987).

6 See FredricJameson, ‘Modernism and Imperialism’, Nationalism, Colonialism and Literature
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1990), pp. 43—68. It is worth noting here
that Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams, his account of his initial forays into the
unconscious, was published in 1899, the same year as Heart of Darkness. In Conrad’s novella,
Kurtz’s imposing rhetoric, which masks the brutality of his practices, interestingly, is said
to partake of the terrific suggestiveness of words heard in dreams (p. 107).
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itself.” Responding to the pervasive sense of cultural dishevelment and loss of
control, artists and intellectuals began to rifle through the symbolic systems
of other societies to find alternative sources of meaning and creative energy.
For a number of mainstream Modernist writers — including D. H. Lawrence
(1885-1930) in Kangaroo (1923) and The Plumed Serpent (1926), and Katherine
Mansfield (1888-1923) in her New Zealand short stories — other cultural pres-
ences, Mexicans or Maoris, represent the intriguing plus ultra, the ultimate test
case, to the central tenets of their work. These tenets include their ideas of
character and characterisation, and conventions around narrative perspective
and the omniscient eye. Tradition, it was felt, had to be remade from scratch,
with a new respect for intuition, ritual and ceremony, and for subjective aware-
ness. That Lawrence and Mansfield were both themselves social outsiders —
Lawrence as a class exile, Mansfield as a settler colonial — no doubt contributed
to the deep sense of cultural relativity that informs their work.

The postcolonial critic Edward Said in his monumental study Culture and
Imperialism (1993) — more conclusively so than in Orientalism (1978) — makes the
compelling point that cultural forms, such as the novel, are important not only
in registering but in supporting and reinforcing ‘imperial attitudes, references,
and experiences’.” Expanding on the tentative remarks of Raymond Williams
concerning the influence of ‘peripheral” cultures on the colonial centre, Said’s
observations relate to the imaginative works of the early twentieth century as
much as to, his primary focus, the ‘great novels’ of the nineteenth century.”
Modernist writing, too, is an expression of ‘the relationship between culture
and empire’, although a relationship felt to be less secure than was earlier the
case. Imperialism was for a period of time, up until about 1947, the primary
pattern of domination and governance for the world. Writers like Conrad,
T. S. Eliot and Lawrence who worked in this period, therefore, Said contends,
helped consolidate, shore up, justify, if also occasionally question, that pattern
of domination.

Indeed, as Said specifically recognises, a growing awareness of the ‘delusions’
involved in ruling over others — such as the imperial conviction of permanent
rule or of infallible knowledge of the ‘other’ that undergirds it — is power-
fully communicated in Modernism at a variety of levels. It is registered, for

7 See Simon Gikandi, Maps of Englishness: Writing Identity in the Cultures of Colonialism (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1996); Jonathan Schneer, London 1900: The Imperial
Metropolis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999).

® Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993), p. xii.

 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (Oxford and New York: Oxford University
Press, 1973). See also his discussion of Modernism in The Politics of Modernism: Against the
New Conformists, ed. Tony Pinkney (London: Verso, 1989).

55

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ELLEKE BOEHMER

example, not merely in the widespread preoccupation with decline, invasion
and internal collapse, but also in the nostalgic fascination, formally registered,
with closed systems and patterned geometric structures, as in the overarching
mythic frameworks of James Joyce’s Ulysses or T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land
(1922). By deploying their myth systems in these texts, it is as if the writers
were attempting to assert at a formal, metatextual level certainties that were
crumbling in the real world. As social hierarchies, too, came increasingly un-
der threat, as centre and periphery were in danger of being tumbled about,
as Yeats’s “The Second Coming’ (1920) anticipates, aesthetic form offered to
writers like Eliot and Yeats compensatory distinctions, divisions and structures
through which to order chaos.*

Indicatively, Bram Stoker’s fin-de-siécle novel Dracula (1897), which represents
Britain under the threat of invasion by eastern European forces that debilitate
its men and penetrate its women, too, can be read as the outpouring of an
imperialism which feels itself to be overstretched and insecure.” Although
not generally recognised as Modernist, Stoker’s novel, that ur-text of vampire
fiction, published in the same year as ‘Recessional’, is equally, even classically,
a nationalist introjection of anxieties about excessive geographic expansion, as
wellas, of course, about the miscegenation or racial mixing that such expansion
might occasion. The narrative is also formally, and again indicatively, densely
structured, a choreographed mix of first-person accounts and eye-witness
reportage which has the effect at one and the same time of seeming to diversify
the threat of the bloodsucking Dracula, even while also gradually closing in
upon him from all sides.

With an eye on Dracula’s prescient symbols, the aim in the rest of this
essay is to examine in more detail how Modernist writing, which is generally
seen as introverted and aesthetically circumscribed in relation to, say, the
Victorian realist novel, responded to the shocks and revelations of empire.
Remembering Schreiner’s pessimistic vision of fatal claustrophobia on the
veldt, how did the relationship between culture and empire in the period circa
1900—20 express itself, through which images and structures? In particular,
I will suggest, it is in its characteristic truncations of form, and splits and
disruptions of narrative language, as much asinits preoccupation with systems,
that the writing of this period reverberates both discordantly and creatively
with the echoes of ‘darkness’. Moreover, this impact is demonstrated not

*° W. B. Yeats, The Collected Poems, ed. Richard J. Finneran (London: Macmillan, 1993), p. 187.

*' Bram Stoker, Dracula, ed. Maud Ellman (Oxford University Press, 1996). See also Rod
Edmond, ‘Degeneration in Imperialist and Modernist Discourse’, in Howard Booth and
Nigel Rigby, eds., Modernism and Empire (Manchester University Press, 2000), pp. 30—63.
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only in these disruptions themselves, but also in how they ramify globally.
Across the expanding cities of the increasingly interconnected imperial world,
the fragment, with all that it signified of irresolution and incertitude, was
proliferating as the expressive mode of choice. Modernist writing registered
the innovating presence of immigrants like Pound, Eliot and Mansfield to the
metropolis, as Raymond Williams acknowledges, yet insofar as it was also
manifested, even if in embryonic form, in Sydney, Calcutta and Rio de Janeiro,
for example, it was also a globally ‘efflorescent” phenomenon.*

Like the imperial railway, which became a network of exchange and trade
wherever it was established, so, too, the collage poem or the ‘mythic method’
might be adapted to suit local structures of feeling. Across the Empire frag-
mented, recognisably Modernist forms registered how the apparent viability
of other cultures, once declared savage or obsolete, had everywhere brought
the elevated values and vocabularies of the civilising mission into crisis (as
demonstrated, too, in the new anthropology of Edward Tyler or . G. Frazer,
among others). Across the Empire, native intellectuals and thinkers, the In-
dian poet and seer Aurobindo Ghose, the African activists and writers J. E.
Casely-Hayford and Solomon T. Plaatje, used layered, multi-voiced, typically
‘Modernist’ styles to appeal to their different social and political constituencies,
native and non-native. Through the medium of these forms they reflected
upon their divided sense of themselves while at the same time working to
retrieve and restore their own cultural myths and legends. In the early years of
the twentieth century, eclecticism and cultural mixing, again significantly, be-
came the keynotes of the formal poetry of the Caribbean Claude McKay as
of the Bengal art movement led by Rabindranath Tagore and Sister Nivedita.
Taking into account these different modes of Modernist response in different
colonial spaces, it then becomes possible to speak of a world Modernism as a si-
multaneous, layered and uneven combination of developments, with moments
of emergence here and periods of retraction and abeyance there.” In effect, the
whole combination can be seen as a tangled skein of creative trajectories, all
preoccupied, however, with the collapse of cultural and spiritual certainty and
the rise of an atomising modernity right the way across the colonial world.
That said, it is important to remember that such appeals to otherness, and
negotiations between colonial and native systems, as well as the structural

** See Elleke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors, rev. edn
(Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 130; Tom Standage, The Victorian Internet; The
Remarkable Story of the Telegraph (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1998).

» See Patrick Williams’s useful essay, “Theorising Modernism and Empire’, in Booth and
Rigby, eds., Modernism and Empire, pp. 13-38.
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admissions of doubt on the part of European and American writers, were by
and large contained within the epistemological systems of the West. After all,
settler and native intellectuals and artists tended to be educated in colonial
schools and colleges. So, while writers may have cited the carvings, chants, ci-
catrices and ceremonies of the native by way of challenging their own cultural
assumptions, the threat that these represented was ultimately either elided
or recuperated back into European frameworks of reference — frameworks
over which the rational, Enlightenment self presided. Symptomatically, the
shard of Sanskrit that appears at the end of The Waste Land, although it seems
to shadow forth the presence of another cultural universe, ultimately be-
comes, within the context of the whole poem, only a fragment among other
fragments, self-consciously quoted as one of its many cosmopolitan voices.*

As this implies, Modernism’s characteristic multi-voicedness, even if viewed
as globally diversified, is simultaneously a demonstration of the new cultural
relativity of the period, and a powerful means of reconciling the Empire’s
newly emergent subjectivities within the controlling sphere of the aesthetic.
So the ‘many voices” of The Waste Land are ultimately contained within the
framework of a poem of structured fragments, and the hieratic poetic author-
ity which informs it, by analogy with how the implied shape of a guitar, say,
organises the newspaper cut-outs of a Cubist work of art. So, too, Virginia
Woolf, like her colleagues James Joyce and Eliot, approached the problem of
representing the numinous envelope of subjective consciousness, and of inter-
subjective relationship in particular, structurally, by moving her narrative focus
rapidly between and through different streams-of-consciousness. In novels like
Mprs Dalloway (1924) or The Waves (1931), characters in interaction emerge as
so many intertwined thought-fragments, where none is more authoritative
or conclusive than the other. Ultimately, however, these seemingly random
intercuttings are gathered together into the resolving shape of the work of
art, that hard, crystalline structure that for Woolf subtends the cotton wool of
day-to-day perception.”

Significantly, Virginia Woolf’s vision of the changing state of Britain, and
its crises in national and imperial confidence, was profoundly informed by her
husband Leonard’s disillusioning imperial experience as a colonial officer in
Ceylon, as well as by her family’s Raj connections. Memories of empire, ‘of
India, or even Ceylon’, like characters with imperial experience — Peter Walsh,

4 T. S. Eliot, The Complete Poems and Plays (London: Faber & Faber, 1969), p. 75.

* Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982); The Waves, ed. Kate
Flint (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992); and A Sketch of the Past’ in Moments of Being
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976).
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Percival — have the habit of irrupting, at times almost at random, into the train
of thought or action of Woolf’s narrative, like so many permanently disruptive
reagents.”® In harmony with Leonard Woolf’s deepening anti-imperialism,
empire in Virginia Woolf is almost invariably associated with self-delusion,
moral bewilderment and a sense of incipient failure. In Leonard Woolf’s own
profoundly Conradian short story, ‘Pearls and Swine’ (1921), as in his novel, The
Village in the Jungle (1913), the white man in the colonies is tellingly represented
as out of place and morally adrift.”” Social order in both texts relentlessly
descends into entropy despite the colonial state’s presiding authority. Here it
is worth noting that, political differences aside, Leonard Woolf’s conviction
that all that stood between the colonial ruler and total disorder were the
structures of administrative hierarchy was one he shared with Kipling, as in
stories like “The Conversion of Aurelian McGoggin’ or ‘His Chance in Life’.*®

As an enactment of relativity — whether cultural, religious or otherwise —
the many-voiced narrative or poem thus manifested in effect as another type
of inconclusiveness: it refused to offer a final meaning, a conclusive utterance.
A similar open-endedness — of the nature of those ‘inconclusive experiences’
associated with Marlow’s mode of narration in Heart of Darkness — characterises
the short stories of not only Kipling but Katherine Mansfield, too. Interest-
ingly, both Kipling and Mansfield, though otherwise so divergent in taste and
perspective, evoked the strangeness and partial inadmissibility of their colo-
nial experience by drawing on journalistic and snapshot techniques they had
developed living by their pens as jobbing writers in the imperial capital. In-
conclusiveness, disjunction and suggestiveness appear in Mansfield stories like
‘A Dill Pickle” or "The Garden Party’ as a means of translating her cultural
and psychic displacement, as they do in Kipling’s “The Madness of Private
Ortheris’, for example.

In conclusion, it is appropriate to turn back to that picture of Modernism-
within-empire evoked earlier, that is, of early twentieth-century Modernist
writing not only as an aesthetic and cultural product of empire, but as itself a
globally constellated phenomenon. As he intimates in ‘Recessional’ and ‘His
Chance in Life’, as elsewhere in his work, it was Kipling’s fear and fascination
that the colonial project would ‘loose wild tongues’ to flout British moral

26 See Woolf, Mrs Dalloway, pp. 195-6.

7 Leonard Woolf, ‘Pearls and Swine’, in Stories of the East (London: Hogarth Press, 1921);
and The Village in the Jungle (London: Hogarth Press, 1961).

8 See Rudyard Kipling, Plain Tales from the Hills, ed. Andrew Rutherford (Oxford University
Press, 1987), pp. 59-64 and 815, respectively.

? Katherine Mansfield, The Collected Short Stories (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982); Kipling,
Plain Tales from the Hills, pp. 207-14.
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precepts because it taught ‘lesser breeds’ language (as Prospero does Caliban).
The ironic outcome of educating the native was to shift the axes of the stable
colonial world. His xenophobia aside, Kipling was right in surmising this inso-
far as one of the fundamental transformations of modern British culture in the
early decades of the twentieth century was brought about through the involve-
ment and input of native artists and writers. When, from the 1910s onwards,
colonial writers began appropriating the English language and metropolitan
forms to express their own cultural points of view, modern art and writing
became, literally, multi-voiced. ‘Settlers’ like Mansfield and Jean Rhys, and
Indian, Caribbean and African authors like Mulk Raj Anand, Claude McKay,
Aimé Cesaire, Solomon Plaatje and others, subversively perforated English
literature with the quixotic hesitations and recalcitrant gaps of their intention-
ally incomplete translations of their cultural worlds. As Edward Said writes,
colonised peoples took over received forms and used them ‘to assert their own
identity and the existence of their own history’.*® To reuse and remake an
aesthetic mode that itself claimed to be ‘making new’, or to be ‘doing many
voices’, was both to enact plurality, and powerfully to upset conventional ideas
of cultural authority.

With regard to this potential of the imperial ‘other’ to disturb the centre,
it is significant, finally, how many imperial returnees and human relics of
empire, as well as characters who have ‘gone native’, wander through the
pages of Modernist narrative. Conrad’s Kurtz and Almayer, R. L. Stevenson’s
Wiltshire in “The Beach of Falesa’ (1892), Leonard Woolf’s White in ‘Pearls
and Swine’, even Lawrence’s Mellors in Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928), appear as
uncomfortable reminders of the enticing and destructive other worlds which
colonialism had opened to the West. Like the jagged inconclusiveness of the
Modernist fragment itself, they stand as indices of the irreversible historical
changes that the imperium had visited even upon its rulers.

3 Said, Culture and Imperialism, p. xii.
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ANN L. ARDIS

‘Modernity” is a relatively new term in literary scholarship on the turn
of the twentieth century.’ Sociologists organise their research around issues
of ‘modernisation” unique to this period: the Taylorisation of industrial pro-
duction, the professionalisation of science and the organisation of the modern
research university, the development of new mediums and media for both mass
transportation and mass communication, and the impact on the conceptuali-
sation of a public sphere of women’s and non-whites’ advocacy for an extension
of the rights of citizenship to previously excluded populations. Sociologists fo-
cus as well on the ‘dramatic transformations of worldviews and philosophies’
encompassed by the still broader term ‘modernity’ (200). By contrast, literary
scholars typically have mapped late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
history in terms of a neat, clean and emphatically teleological succession of
literary movements, charting a ‘progress’ from realism to either naturalism or
aestheticism and Decadence and then to Modernism. Rather than entertain-
ing the possibility that these aesthetic modes can exist simultaneously in the
same text,” or that they were produced and marketed for different audiences
throughout this period,? the emphasis until quite recently has been placed on

' As noted in Rita Felski, Afterword’, in Ann L. Ardis and Leslie W. Lewis, eds., Women’s
Experience of Modernity, 1875—1 945 (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press,
2002), p. 290. Further references given in parenthesis in the text.

For an excellent overview of such arguments, see Lynne Hapgood and Nancy L. Paxton’s
‘Introduction’ to Outside Modernism: In Pursuit of the English Novel, 190030 (London:
Macmillan; New York: St Martin’s Press, 2000).

See Kevin J. H. Dettmar and Stephen Watt, eds., Marketing Modernism: Self-Promotion,
Canonization, Rereading (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996); Joseph Kelly,
Our Joyce: From Outcast to Icon (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998); Gail McDonald,
Learning to Be Modern: Pound, Eliot, and the American University (Oxford University Press,
1993); Lawrence Rainey, Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and Public Culture (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1998); lan Willison, Warwick Gould and Warren Chernaik,
eds., Modernist Writers and the Marketplace (London: Macmillan; New York: St Martin’s
Press, 1996); and Joyce Piell Wexler, Who Paid for Modernism? Art, Money, and the Fiction of
Conrad, Joyce, and Lawrence (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1997).
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literary Modernism’s success in ‘extricat{ing] itself and our epoch from the fin
de siécle’.* That is to say, artists and literary critics claiming Modernism to be
the aesthetic of modernity first established its position front-and-centre in the
cultural landscape by putting other aesthetic paradigms either ‘behind’ it or
‘below’ it (or both).

Rather than merely displacing such literary periodisation, scholarship’s re-
cent turn towards a focus both on Modernism’s relationship to modernity
and on the gender of modernity® is exposing what Raymond Williams has
termed ‘the machinery of selective tradition’, by means of which a ‘highly se-
lected version of the modern’ comes to stand in “for the whole of modernity’.6
How must our conceptualisation of the early history of literary Modernism
change as we explore its deep and complex entanglements in fin-de-siécle cul-
tural debates rather than reproducing its moves to ‘extricate’ itself from them?
What has been hidden from history both through an exclusive appreciation of
formally self-conscious, experimental and anti-mimetic writing and through
Modernism’s classic ‘narrative[s] of rupture’?” How would our understand-
ing of modernity be changed if, for example, ‘feminine phenomena, which
are often seen as having a secondary or marginal status, were given a central
importance in the analysis of the culture of modernity?’® What is ‘the narra-
tive function of “the modern” in our collective histories’, and how might this
change as scholarship begins to tell ‘an entirely different kind of story’, a
story written ‘outside the terms and tropes of the so-called “Great Divide”
[between] Modernist high seriousness and everyday life?”> Questions such as
these, which now animate turn-of-the-twentieth-century studies, position lit-
erary Modernism as one aspect — but only one aspect — of modernity. They
fuel recovery work on specific authors obscured from the historical record as
literary Modernism claimed aesthetic hegemony. And they fuel work on the
early history of English studies as a discipline. It is with the latter that this

4 “Extricate’ is Hugh Kenner’s phrasing, as used in The Pound Era to explain how this
monumental study was to function (The Pound Era (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1971), p. xi).

> “The gender of modernity” is Rita Felski’s phrase, as used first in her important book by
that title (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995).

¢ Raymond Williams, The Politics of Modernism: Against the New Conformists (London and
New York: Verso, 1989), p. 33.

7 Tamar Katz, Impressionist Subjects: Gender, Interiority, and Modernist Fiction in England
(Champagne-Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2000), p. 7.

8 Felski, The Gender of Modernity, p. 10.

° Julian Yates, “Shift Work: Observing Women Observing, 1937-1945", Women’s Experience of
Modernity, p. 272.
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chapter begins, for an understanding of the way in which literature and the
study of literature were conceptualised in gendered terms at the turn of the
century can usefully precede a survey of turn-of-the-century novels, poetry
and drama that addresses the gendered dimensions, and contradictions, of
‘modern’ life.

Bringing English studies to order, 1870-1921

In the mid-nineteenth century, creative writers both enjoyed and exercised a
great deal of cultural authority: novelists such as Charles Dickens not only
were immensely popular, their cultural commentary also commanded great
respect. With the rise of a culture of professionalism, the reorganisation of the
human sciences in the ‘modern’ research university, and the expansion of the
education system to reach the entire populace, however, literature’s place in
the hierarchy of discourses about culture came into question in the closing
decades of the century. As Chris Baldick has argued, Matthew Arnold initiated
a bold offensive against literature’s main competitors — religion, philosophy
and science — in the 1860s and 7os by attempting to ‘quarantine’ science. By
characterising science as nothing more than the gathering of data in works such
as Schools and Universities on the Continent (1868), ‘On Poetry” (1879), and “The
Function of Criticism at the Present Time’ (1865), Arnold sought to reduce
its threat to the cultural authority of humane letters.” Faced in the 1880s
with the increasing institutional and educational status of science, he went
still further. Co-opting the authority of science for humanists in key works
such as ‘Literature and Science’ (1882), for example, he counters claims that
the ‘modern’ university’s curriculum should be centred on training in science
by characterising all ‘genuine’ humanism as ‘scientific’. The chief limitation
of work in the natural sciences, he insists, is its willingness to ignore what he
terms ‘the facts” of human nature, specifically ‘our instinct’ for ‘beauty’ and
‘conduct’.”

Arnold’sinsistence on the cultural authority of the arts, the scientificmethod
of humanistic study and the universality of aesthetic value are largely unac-
knowledged but nonetheless profound influences on the work of influential

'° Chris Baldick, The Social Mission of English Criticism, 1848-1932 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1983), p. 41.
" Matthew Arnold, ‘Literature and Science’ (1882); as rpt. in Miriam Allot and Robert H.
Super, eds., Matthew Arnold (Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 459, 471.
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Modernist artist—critics such as Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, both of whom
played key roles not only in promoting literary Modernism but in establishing
‘the frontiers of literary criticism’ in the early twentieth century® In spite
of the fact that Eliot, for example, was vehemently opposed to Arnold’s sec-
ular humanism, both Eliot and Pound employ Arnoldian scientific conceits
extensively in manifestoes such as “The Serious Artist’ and “Tradition and the
Individual Talent’ to articulate the cultural value of ‘serious’ art—and to distin-
guish it, with absolute confidence, from the reading matter enjoyed by what
Pound terms ‘the half-educated simpering general’, that is, the newly (and, as
far as he’s concerned, inadequately) literate populace in Britain created after
the 1870 Education Act and the establishment of board schools, workingmen’s
institutes and women’s colleges.” Arnold’s influence over the New Critics who
secured the credibility of both literary Modernism and English studies in the
1930s and 4os is equally profound. What disguises this intellectual continuity,
obscures it in the face of much more obvious and striking differences, is the
gendered rhetoric by means of which English was ‘fashion[ed] into a ‘serious’
discipline at the turn of the twentieth century."

Terry Eagleton’s account of this disciplinary history in Literary Theory: An
Introduction is still one of the best. As he notes, English as an academic subject
in England was first institutionalised not at Oxford and Cambridge but in the
Mechanics’ Institutes, working men’s colleges and extension lecture circuits.
‘English was literally the poor man’s Classics — a way of providing a cheapish
liberal education for those beyond the charmed circles of public school and
Oxbridge’ (27). The rise of English studies in England ran parallel as well
to the ‘gradual, grudging admission of women’ to higher education: ‘since
English was an untaxing sort of affair, concerned with the finer feelings rather
than with the more virile topics of bona fide academic “disciplines™, it was a
‘convenient sort of non-topic to palm off on the ladies, who were in any case
excluded from science and the professions’ (28).

But if English as a discipline of study was initially feminised, it quickly
acquired a masculine character as it was put to use in the service of empire
and charged with exemplifying ‘the human spirit concealed and revealed in

2 Michael Coyle, Ezra Pound, Popular Genres, and the Discourse of Culture (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), p. 19.

% Ezra Pound, “The New Sculpture’, Egoist, 1, 4 (16 February 1914), p. 68; as rpt. in Lea
Baechler, A. Walton Litz and James Longenbach, eds., Ezra Pound’s Poetry and Prose,
Contributions to Periodicals (New York and London: Garland, 1991), p. 221.

“ Terry Eagleton, “The Rise of English Studies’, Literary Theory: An Introduction
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983), p. 31. Further references given in
parenthesis in the text.
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a great artist’s work’.® What came to be at stake in English studies “was less
English literature than English literature’ (Eagleton, 28). A ‘new patriotism’ was
fostered at the turn of the century through the pursuit of English language
and literature studies in a movement to transform the curriculum that culmi-
nated with the publication of the Newbolt Report in 1921."° A key example
of this are changes in William Shakespeare’s characterisation after the ‘crises
of sexual identity and male privilege’ of the 1890s that culminated in Oscar
Wilde’s trials in 1895."7 In the early 1890s, in the context of intense public de-
bates about the circulating libraries” stranglehold on the literary marketplace,
Shakespeare was valued as a writer who speaks — more ‘candidly” than late
Victorian writers could, given the constraints of the literary marketplace —
about ‘sexual relationship as it is’, as Thomas Hardy noted.” And Shakespeare
wasknown, insome circlesatleast, asa man of intensely ‘bi-social attachments:
a man who loved Willie Hughes and the dark lady of the Sonnets.”® By con-
trast, in influential critical studies published after 1895 such as Georg Brandes’s
William Shakespeare (1898), Sydney Lee’s A Life of William Shakespeare (1898),
and Edmund Gosse’s English Literature: An Illustrated Record (1903), critical de-
bate about Shakespeare’shomo- or hetero-sexuality was erased from the schol-
arly record and the search for autobiographical information in literary texts
was dismissed as ‘misinterpretation of Elizabethan publishing transactions’.*
Functioning as an exemplum of the way in which great works of art rise above
the temporal and material specificities of history, Shakespeare was promoted
as Britain’s highest literary achievement because he ‘“transmute[s] his personal

' Georg Brandes, William Shakespeare (London: William Heinemann, 1898), p. 1.

6 Stephen Ball, Alex Kenny and David Gardner, ‘Literacy, Politics, and the Teaching of
English’, in Ivor Goodson and Peter Medway, eds., Bringing English to Order: The History
and Politics of a School Subject (New York, London, and Philadelphia: Faber Press, 1990),
p. 52. Other excellent sources on this topic include: Robin Morgan, “The Englishness of
English Teaching’, Bringing English to Order, pp. 187-241; Brian Doyle, “The Invention of
English’, in Robert Colls and Phillip Dodd, eds., Englishness: Politics and Culture, 1880—1920
(London: Croom Helm, 1986), pp. 89-115; Doyle, English and Englishness (London and
New York: Routledge, 1989); and Janet Batsleer, Tony Davies, Rebecca O’Rourke and
Chris Weedon, eds., Rewriting English: Cultural Politics of Gender and Class (London
and New York: Methuen, 1985), pp. 13—40.

Richard Dellamora, Masculine Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), p. 217.

Thomas Hardy, ‘Candour in English Fiction’, New Review, 2 (1890), pp. 1521, 20, emphasis
added.

Margaret Stetz, “The Bi-Social Oscar Wilde and “Modern” Women’, Nineteenth-Century
Literature, 55, 4 (2001), pp. 515-37.

Sydney Lee, A Life of William Shakespeare: A Critical Study (London: Macmillan, 1898), p. 92.
For further discussion, see Ardis, ‘Inventing Literary Tradition, Ghosting Oscar Wilde
and the Victorian Fin de Siécle’, Modernism and Cultural Conflict, 1880—1922 (Cambridge
University Press, 2002), pp. 45—77.
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and private agonies into something rich and strange, something universal and
impersonal’ >

It is on the basis of these kinds of both universalising and highly nation-
alistic claims that English studies first achieved professional and disciplinary
credibility in the early twentieth century. If it was, as Eagleton notes, ‘desper-
ately unclear’ in the early 1920s ‘why English was worth studying at all’, by
the early 1930s ‘it had become a question of why it was worth wasting your
time on anything else”: ‘English was not only a subject worth studying, but the
supremely civilizing pursuit, the spiritual essence of the social formation’ (31).
It was not ‘just one discipline among many but the most central subject of
all, immeasurably superior to law, science, politics, philosophy, or history’; it
was ‘less an academic subject than a spiritual exploration coterminous with
the fate of civilization itself” (32). In launching Scrutiny in 1932, E R. and Q. D.
Leavis launched not a journal but a ‘moral and cultural crusade’:

its adherents would go out to the schools and universities to do battle there,
nurturing through the study of literature the kind of rich, complex, mature,
discriminating, morally serious responses . . . which would equip individuals
to survive in a mechanized society of trashy romances, alienated labour, banal
advertisements and vulgarizing mass media. (33)

That Eagleton’s list of the low-brow cultural forms against which Scrutiny’s
crusaders set themselves to battling begins with ‘trashy romances’ is telling.
As this passage suggests and as scholars such as Suzanne Clark, Bruce Robbins
and Antony Easthope have argued, the study of literature was profession-
alised through the articulation of proper methods and objects of study — and
the latter’s differentiation from what it is not, namely ‘trashy romances’: pop-
ular, low-brow forms enjoyed by the female ‘half-educated simpering general
[public]” (to paraphrase Pound).>* Although in many other regards the Mod-
ernist avant-garde and the first generations of professional literary critics are
direct and obvious inheritors of an Arnoldian project of arts education, the
hostile, hyper-heterosexualised rhetoric with which they constructed their
domain of expertise distinguishes their defence of the arts from that of the

* T. S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent’, Selected Essays of T. S. Eliot (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, 1964), p. 117.

** Suzanne Clark, Sentimental Modernism: Women Writers and the Revolution of the Word
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1991), Bruce Robbins,
Intellectuals: Aesthetics, Politics, and Academics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1990), Robbins, Secular Vocations: Intellectuals, Professionalism, and Culture (London and
New York: Verso, 1993) and Antony Easthope, Literary Into Cultural Studies (London and
New York: Routledge, 1991).
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Victorians. The edge and the energy in their sexualised rants against ‘effemi-
nate’ art (e.g., fin-de-siécle aestheticism) and a feminised mass culture, together
with their dismissive characterisations of writing by women as ‘sentimental’
(‘indifferent to intellectuality’ was John Crowe Ransom’s phrasing),” registers
their anxious defensiveness about the cultural work and value of literature and
the study of the literature in the face of fragmentations of the public sphere
much severer than anything Arnold had anticipated.

It is with an interest in charting turn-of-the-century literary history with
what might be termed ‘a-Modernist” co-ordinates, then, that this chapter will
now survey those writings depicting women'’s experience of modernity that
were never ‘filtered through the sieve of those definitions of the literary which
emerged with the development of institutionalised literary studies in the twen-
tieth century’.*

“‘Woman’s experience’ and the literary
marketplace, 1880-1914

“‘Woman'’s experience’ was an important rallying cry for women — both advo-
cates of social reform and defenders of the Victorian status quo — at the turn
of the century. It was a means of making an enormous variety of claims both
for and against women'’s right of access to the public world: as voters, as paid
labourers and professionals, as political activists functioning in a (feminist or
black counter-) public sphere, as both the subject and the creators of high-,
low- and middle-brow art. At the same time, however, “‘woman’s experience’
was also a source of great divisiveness among women, as such claims about
the universality of “‘woman’s experience’ unravelled to reveal the biases and
ideological investments of their proponents. The focus here will be on the way
this cultural debate played out in the literary marketplace.

When Olive Schreiner published her first novel, The Story of an African
Farm, in 1883, the circulating libraries dominated the literary marketplace.
Literary production and distribution were both fairly tightly controlled and
contained by what George Moore, in his three-penny pamphlet Literature
at Nurse; or Circulating Morals (1885), would lambaste as ‘the illiterate cen-
sorship” of the circulating libraries.®® A symposium on ‘Candour in English

* John Crowe Ransom, “The Poet as Woman’, Southern Review, 2 (Spring 1937), pp. 783-806,
784.

*4 Lynn Pykett, Engendering Fictions: The English Novel in the Early Twentieth Century (London:
Edward Arnold, 1995), p. 5.

* George Moore, Literature at Nurse; or, Circulating Morals, ed. Pierre Coustillas (Sussex:
Harvester Press, 1976), p. 32.
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Fiction’ published by the New Review in 1890 exemplifies this vein of criticism:
‘[TThe magazine in particular and the circulating library in general’, Thomas
Hardy complains, ‘do not foster the growth of the novel which reflects and
reveals life.” As a result of the circulating libraries’ “‘censorship of prudery’, he
goes on to note, contemporary fiction cannot rise to the heights of tragedy,
‘lest we should fright the ladies out of their wits” with ‘the crash of broken
commandments’ (18). The novel as a form can be made ‘honest” once again,
he warns, only if it can be allowed to end with something other than ‘the
regulation finish that “they married and were happy ever after” (17); it will
rise among the hierarchy of art forms only when it is allowed to portray real
tragedy: ‘catastrophes based on sexual relationship as it is” (17).

In 1885, 195 three-volume novels were published by Mudie’s Select Library
and circulated to a quarter of a million readers. By 1895 the number of triple-
deckers had dwindled to fifty-two, the circulating libraries no longer controlled
the literary marketplace, single-volume novels had replaced the triple-decker
as the standard format for longer fiction, the short story was emerging as a
distinct genre, and a number of other factors were altering considerably the
relations among authors, publishers and readers. The increasingly frequent
use and effectiveness of literary agents in brokering contracts, and the Society
of Authors’ efforts to professionalise /unionise gave established writers (if not
those attempting to break into the market) new means of advocacy. Both
changes in international copyright law and the establishment of any number
of new venues for publication (publishing firms as well as journals) were also
altering the dynamics of competition among publishers fairly significantly.*®

AsMargaret Stetz has argued, an upstart young publisher such as John Lane
was more than willing, in the early 1890s, to turn a neat profit on his ‘stable’
(his term) of women writers, whom he introduced to the reading public in
The Yellow Book and through the Bodley Head Press’s ‘Keynotes’ fiction series
(which was named after the first volume of short stories published under his
imprint by George Egerton (Mary Chavelita Dunne)).” W. H. Heinemann
and T. Fisher Unwin were similarly eager to risk associating themselves as
publishers with the literary controversies of the day as they sought to lure

6 Guinevere Griest, Mudie’s Circulating Library and the Victorian Novel (Bloomington and
London: Indiana University Press, 1970), p. 208. See also Peter Keating, The Haunted Study:
A Social History of the English Novel, 18751914 (London: Secker & Warburg, 1989); John
Sutherland, Victorian Novelists and Publishers (London: Athlone Press, 1976); and Joseph
McAleer, Popular Reading and Publishing in Britain, 1914—50 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1992).

¥ Margaret D. Stetz and Mark Samuels Lasner, England in the 1890s: Literary Publishing at
the Bodley Head (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 1990), pp. 30—42.
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authors and readers alike away from established publishing houses such as
Smith, Elder, John Murray, George Bentley and Macmillan’s. In his autobiog-
raphy, Grant Richards, for example, notes with admiration that Sarah Grand
(Frances Elizabeth McFall)’'s The Heavenly Twins (1893) was ‘an abominably
printed three-volume novel that no one could read in comfort’ before Heine-
mann ‘took it over’ and ‘link[ed] it up with the cause of revolting women,
an equal moral law for both sexes, social purity, the Contagious Diseases Act
and all that kind of stuff’.*® Although many of the most venerable Victorian
publishing firms continued to wield considerable power well into the early
twentieth century, they did so by mimicking the acquisition and marketing
practices of these new firms rather than by operating as conservative forces in
the literary marketplace. Not unlike Lane and Heinemann, they took signifi-
cant risks on unknown writers; they brokered equally effectively the perceived
needs and interests of both an increasingly literate populace and the literary
establishment’s counter-moves to preserve the autonomy and authority of a
non-commercialised sphere of high culture.?

Gaye Tuchman and Nina Fortin have argued that women were ‘edged
out’ of the literary marketplace at the end of the nineteenth century. While
their findings certainly hold true for Macmillan’s, the publishing firm whose
records they have mined so very thoroughly and carefully, their conclusion
does not hold more generally. "‘Woman’s experience’ was a rallying cry for both
experimentation with literary form in the 1880s and early 1890s and expansion
of the literary marketplace — and women as well as men were able to take
advantage of the public’s willingness to engage "The Woman Question” in
literary as well as political venues.

Fifteen years ago, the body of scholarship on ‘New Women’ - that is, women
who challenged both the conventions of Victorian sexual ideology and the or-
thodoxies of the marriage plot in a variety of ways and for a variety of reasons —
was extremely limited. Moreover, it made extremely limited claims about her
role in turn-of-the-twentieth-century literary and cultural history. Since 1990,
however, the Victorian fin de siécle has emerged as the most exciting arena

8 Grant Richards, Author Hunting, by an Old Literary Sports Man (New York: McCann, 1934),
p. 143.

* As Anthea Trodd notes, ‘in the Edwardian period and thereafter publishers were torn
between two particular models for their relations with their writers. One was that of the
traditional paternalist, who nurtured his stable of talent, exemplified by John Murray’s
hopes for Rose Macaulay . . . The other model was that of the risk-taker backing a hunch
on an unknown writer, as Fisher Unwin did when they gambled on the often rejected
manuscript of Ethel M. Dell’s The Way of an Eagle (1912)’ (Women’s Writing in English: Britain
1900-1945 (London and New York: Longman, 1998), p. 33). See also Ian Norrie, Mumby:
Publishing and Bookselling in the Twentieth Century, 6th edn (London: Bell & Hyman, 1982).
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of study within Victorian studies, and the New Woman has been recognised
once again as a central figure in turn-of-the-twentieth-century debates about
gender, race, class, national identity and the ‘progress’ of modernity. Scholars
draw attention now not only to the sheer volume of writing by and about
women during this period but also to its aesthetic diversity and its ideological
and thematic heterogeneity.

More than one hundred novels were published at the turn of the cen-
tury on the New Woman. Some of these novels were by established writers
such as Grant Allen, Rhoda Broughton, George Gissing, Thomas Hardy, lota
(Kathleen Mannington Caffyn), Henry James, D. H. Lawrence, Eliza Lynn
Linton, George Moore, Mark Rutherford (William Hale White), H. G. Wells
and Virginia Woolf?° Other writers either made a splashy entrance into the
literary marketplace with their short stories and novels about New Women
or saw their sales and literary reputations crest in this context. Among the
latter would be writers such as Mona Caird, Mary Cholmondeley, Victoria
Cross (Vivian Cory), Ella D’Arcy, Gertrude Dix, Ella Hepworth Dixon, Menie
Muriel Dowie, George Egerton, Sarah Grand (Frances Elizabeth McFall),
Violet Hunt, Arabella Kenealy, Dorothy Leighton, George Paston (Emily
Morse Symonds), C. E. Raimond (Elizabeth Robins), Olive Schreiner, Evelyn
Sharp, Netta Syrett, John Strange Winter (Henrietta Strange) and Mabel
Wotton.*

The aesthetic diversity of New Woman fiction is a point of emphasis in
current scholarship. On the one hand, a writer such as George Egerton “found
the proto-Modernist form of the short story, with its focus on individual psy-
chological “moments”, a useful vehicle for giving a voice to that terra incognita
of womanhood which had arguably yet to be described’. On the other hand, a
writer such as Olive Schreiner “used a multitude of literary forms —the political
tract, the realist novel, the allegory, the dream and the utopia — to give voice
to her feminism’.** Most New Woman writers, however, simply turned the
conventions of traditional narrative realism inside out, so to speak. Rather than
promoting the stylistic experimentalism of literary Modernism or working in
a range of genres, they challenged Victorian novelistic conventions of plotting

% Asthislist suggests, ‘high-brow” and ‘low-brow’ popular novelists were equally engaged in
and by the literary and social debate about New Women. As I have argued in New Women,
New Novels: Feminism and Early Modernism (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
1990), New Women writings ignore the high/low culture ‘divide’ in interesting ways.

3 See New Women, New Novels, pp. 205-12, and Ann Heilmann, New Woman Fiction: Women
Writing First-Wave Feminism (London: Macmillan, and New York: St Martin’s Press, 2000),
pp. xi—xviii, for useful bibliographies.

# Sally Ledger, The New Woman: Fiction and Feminism at the Fin de Siécle (Manchester Uni-
versity Press, 1997), p. 181.
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and characterisation without questioning linguistic representationalism in any
fundamental way. Thus, while some scholars have yoked the recovery of turn-
of-the-century feminist writers to the prehistory ofliterary Modernism, others
have argued for the importance of their contribution to realist traditions. As
Sally Ledger has emphasised, for example, narrative realism was a far more
effective vehicle for social critique at the turn of the century than we have
typically credited it with being.

The ideological heterogeneity of these short stories and novels is another
point of emphasis in current scholarship on the period. Some New Woman
writings foreground issues of sexuality and offer a critique of Victorian marital
conventions. Others focus largely on the professional ambitions of middle-
class women, inviting readers to imagine that daughters of educated men
(to borrow Virginia Woolf’s phrasing) can and should have a right to pursue
non-domestic vocations. Still others set even more ambitious social agendas,
attempting to reimagine gender, class and race relations in England and the
broader world. Brief discussion of several examples of each of these three
thematic foci will provide a sense of the ideological range at play here.

George Egerton’s Keynotes (1893), Sarah Grand’s The Heavenly Twins (1893),
and Grant Allen’s The Woman Who Did (1895) were centre-stage in heated
public debates about New Woman writers’” presentation of sexual passion as
the ‘main-spring’ of human action.” The protagonist of Egerton’s short story,
A Cross Line’, daydreams about dancing on an ancient stage, arms ‘clasped
with jewelled snakes’, and ‘hundreds of [male] faces upturned towards her’ in
the amphitheatre — and she dismisses her lover quite unceremoniously once
she realises she is pregnant (though we never learn whether the child is his
or her husband’s). While Grand’s heroine scandalised bourgeois society by
critiquing male sexual hedonism, Allen’s violated convention by entering into
a free union’ — a non-marital but nonetheless monogamous heterosexual re-
lationship. These and other New Woman writings about sexuality not only
sparked extensive debate in the periodical literature. They also prompted
other writers to provide counter-examples of New Womanly behaviour.
Allen’s heroine, for example, refuses to marry her lover for fear that a legal tie
would change the character of their relationship. By contrast, the heroine of
Lucas Cleeve (Adelina G. I. Kingscote)’s The Woman Who Wouldn’t (1895) is a
bride who refuses to have sex with her husband because she does not want to
confuse spiritual love with physical passion. ‘If one young girl is kept from a

3 James Ashcroft Noble, “The Fiction of Sexuality’, Contemporary Review, 67 (1895), pp. 135—
49, 493.
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loveless, mistaken marriage, if one frivolous nature is checked in her career of
flirtation by the remembrance of Lady Morris [her heroine], I shall perhaps be
forgiven by the public for raising my feeble voice in answer to “The Woman
Who Did™, Cleeve writes in her preface * Within months of the publication of
both these texts, Victoria Cross provided yet another counter-representation
of the New Woman’s sexuality in The Woman Who Didn’t (1895). While inter-
textuality this overt is somewhat unusual among New Woman writings, the
point to emphasise here is that the treatment of sexuality in these works is quite
diverse: while some New Woman writers celebrated women’s “discovery” of
their sexual and/or maternal desires, others were social purity campaigners,
valuing chastity within as well as external to marriage.

Still other New Woman writers critique compulsory heterosexuality as it
was deployed by late Victorians to curtail female ambition, challenging Vic-
torian readers to allow women to realise their professional ambitions, not
their erotic fantasies. Novels such as Mary Cholmondeley’s Red Pottage (1899),
Gertrude Dix’s The Image-Breakers (1900), and Edith Johnstone’s A Sunless Heart
(1894), for example, provide their female protagonists with both a male roman-
tic interest and a passionate female friendship. These woman-centred friend-
ships initially seem to be peripheral to the main plot; ultimately, however, they
displace the central male/female dynamic of the novels. For it is their female
friends, not their male lovers, who endorse these New Women’s efforts to
reject traditional gender-based divisions of labour, providing them with the
encouragement and emotional support that sustains them as they seek to es-
tablish themselves as, respectively, writers, political activists and visual artists.
In each of these novels, sexuality is not contained in private relationships. In-
stead, given the encouragement provided by other women, women commit
themselves — passionately — to women'’s rights activism, to socialism, to art,
to all manner of behaviour once deemed ‘unwomanly’ and ‘sterilising’. The
energy that Victorian society would have these women channel into private
life is redirected into a wide range of cultural activities.

The criticisms of Victorian cultural conventions offered in novels such as
the above is notably limited, however, in comparison with the broader chal-
lenges to class and race as well as gender ideologies developed by a New
Woman writer such as Olive Schreiner. As Carolyn Burdett has suggested,
Schreiner’s feminist critique of modernity was a ‘road not taken’ by either most
of her contemporaries or later feminists.* Emphasising points of substantial

3 Lucas Cleeve, The Woman Who Wouldn’t (London: Simpkin, Marshall, 1895), p. vi.
% Carolyn Burdett, Olive Schreiner and the Progress of Feminism: Evolution, Gender, Empire
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 200r1). Further references given in parenthesis in the text.
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contention rather than consensus among fin-de-siécle feminists, Burdett de-
scribes Schreiner as one of the most significant figures in the “‘Woman Debate’
at the turn of the twentieth century because, as a British citizen born in South
Africa, ‘she increasingly understood, and sought to represent, the connections
between the anticipatory claims being made by middle-class women in the
“dominant” West, and the impact on the peoples elsewhere of that domination
(particularly in the form of imperialism)’ (6). Unlike many of her feminist con-
temporaries, Schreiner never universalises female experience. Instead, works
such as the allegorical Trooper Peter Halket of Mashonaland (1897) and the non-
fiction essays on Boer life she wrote after her return to South Africa in the
early 1890s are increasingly sensitive to the ‘cost’ of modernity for non-white,
non-English populations. ‘More and more strongly’, Burdett argues, Schreiner
‘came to see the issue of women’s emancipation as inseparable from that of
colonization, as both are bound together in a larger question about the nature
and meaning of progress in the modern world” (114).

Whether or not other New Woman writers followed Schreiner’s lead in
this regard, all of the writers mentioned above believed in the cultural work of
fiction. That is, they viewed the aesthetic realm as an integral component of
the political and economic order, not as a separate and subordinate sphere.
And they wrote a multiplicity of stories about ‘modern” women that ‘opened
up a gynocentric space in culture and literature for the discursive interrogation
and experimentation with new female subjectivities’ (Heilmann, 195).

It would be wrong, however, to assume that all women writing at the turn
of the twentieth century were always or necessarily proffering their challenges
to Victorian gender ideology in the name of feminism. As Talia Schaffer and
Kathy Psomiades argue in the ‘Introduction’ to Women and British Aestheticism,
for example, current historical recovery work focused on New Woman writing
‘often seems to include all of the women writers of the period’. Yet in actuality
it ‘tends to discuss only those with strong feminist or political credentials.
This selection effect drastically skews our sense of the period, for it tacitly ig-
nores the majority of late-Victorian women writers whose writing does not fit
twentieth-century activist criteria.”® The latter includes writers such as Alice
Meynell, E. Nesbit, Gertrude Jekyll, Lucas Malet (Mary St Leger Kingsley
Harrison), Ada Leverson, Vernon Lee (Violet Paget), Marie Corelli, Graham
R. Tomson (Rosamund Marriott Watson), Sarojini Naidu, Laurence Hope
(Adela Nicolson) and Michael Field (Katherine Bradley and Edith Cooper), all

3 Talia Schaffer and Kathy Psomiades, ‘Introduction’, Women and British Aestheticism
(Charlottesville and London: University of Virginia Press, 1999), p. I5.
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of whom found fascinating ways to manipulate the discourses of aestheticism
to explore art’s relationship to commodity culture, to experiment with the
representation/articulation of non-normative sexuality and to critique male
aesthetes’ conduct towards women. Working in fiction, poetry and a multi-
plicity of non-fiction prose genres aimed at both ‘high” and ‘low” audiences
(the advice-book, travel literature, garden writing and the scholarly essay) and
employing ‘a variety of experimental literary styles’, women aesthetes ‘con-
stitute an impressive group of women writers who enjoyed strong sales and
critical acclaim’ (16).

Critical reception of both New Woman writing and female aestheticism
was varied, as one might imagine. At one end of the spectrum, critics such as
Edmund Gosse praised the innovations of New Woman writers as a fortunate
fall. In Questions at Issue (1893), he writes: “The public has eaten of the apple of
knowledge and will not be satisfied with mere marionettes. Whatever comes
next, we cannot return, in serious novels, to the inanities and impossibilities
of the old well-made plot, to . . . the madonna-heroine, and the god-like hero,
to the impossible virtues and melodramatic vices.” Fiction, he goes on to
announce with satisfaction, ‘has taken its place among the arts’.*” At the other
end of the spectrum lie comments such as the following by the Athenaeum’s
editors, who viewed the new ‘candour in English fiction” with great scepticism
in their "Year in Review’ essay for 1893: ‘Not so very many years ago Mr George
Moore was the only novelist in England who insisted on the novelist’s right to
be true to life, even when life is unpleasant and immoral; and he was attacked
on all sides. Now every literary lady is “realistic”, and everybody says, “How
clever! how charming!™ In the context of the scandals of 1895 centred around
Oscar Wilde’s trials, such sarcasm intensified into outright condemnation:
“Women'’s pictures, women’s plays, women’s books. Whatisit that makes them
temporarily so successful, and eternally so wanting?’ A. G. P. Sykes complains
in the Westminster Review. Writing for Blackwood’s in June of 1895, Hugh E. M.
Stufield blames not only women writers but also male aesthetes and decadents
for the recent ‘degeneration’ of British literature and culture. Although most
of his article, “Tommyrotics’, focuses on ‘the wom[en] of the new Ibsenite
neuropathic school’, his carefully curt references to both Wilde’s trials and
the homosexual subculture of the 1890s link women writers with ‘the true
inwardness’ (read homoeroticism or sexual ‘invertedness’) of modern aesthetic
Hellenism — and associate both with what yet another conservative reviewer
terms the ‘socio-literary portents’ of “anarchy’ in fin-de-siécle British literature

% Edmund Gosse, Questions at Issue (London: W. Heinemann, 1893), p. 22.
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and culture 2® In certain limited regards, the conservative backlash that both
produced and followed Wilde’s trials actually created new opportunities for
women writers and artists. As Stetz and Mark Samuels Lasner have noted, for
example, John Lane’s decision to fire Aubrey Beardsley as The Yellow Book’s chief
illustrator in the wake of Wilde’s trials in 1895 offered women illustrators and
writers a chance to step into that vacuum.* For the most part, however, women
writers were discredited and disenfranchised by what Sally Ledger has termed
‘the reaction formation’ that supported the promotion of literary Modernism
to a position of cultural centrality.*® The wagons of high culture were circled
so as not to include either feminised/effeminate literary productions or the
women who, as Henry James suggests to William Dean Howells, recently
seem to have ‘taken universal possession’ of the literary marketplace.# James’s
phrasing of his concerns in “The Future of the Novel’ is more subtle than
William Courtney’s in The Feminine Note in Fiction (1904) or Harold Williams’s
in Modern English Writers (1925), but his pointis the same: the culturallegitimacy
of literature, of the novel in particular, was very much perceived to be at risk
in the late 1890s, and was to be reclaimed only by rising “above’ the social and
political controversies associated with Wildean Decadence and New Women.

The impact of this conservative backlash on women playwrights was also
considerable. While Henrik Ibsen’s work was initially a cause célébre for women
such as Janet Achurch and Elizabeth Robins, women playwrights were often
disappointed by their difficulties in finding financial support for original pro-
ductions and by conservative critical responses to their work. While recovery
efforts of contemporary feminist scholars are unearthing fascinating details
about the lives and professional theatrical careers of women such as Achurch,
Elizabeth Baker, Githa Sowerby and Cecily Hamilton, it is also the case that we
are learning more about the theatrical careers of women such as Robins and
Netta Syrett, both of whom quit writing plays for West End theatres and turned
either to other genres or to other venues of production when confronted by
the hostility of critics and West End theatre stage-manager/producers.*

# “The Year in Review’, Athenaeum (6 January 1894), pp. 17-18; A. G. P. Sykes, “The Evolution

of the Sex’, Westminster Review, 143 (1895), p. 397; Hugh E. M. Stutfield, “Tommyrotics’,
Blackwood’s, 157 (1895), p. 833.

3 Stetz and Samuels Lasner, England in the 1890s, pp. 57-8.

4 Ledger, The New Woman, p. 179.

4 Henry James, “The Future of the Novel’, in Leon Edel, ed., The Future of the Novel (New
York: Vintage, 1956), p. 40.

4 For further discussion of Robins and Syrett, see Kerry Powell, Women and Victorian
Theatre (Cambridge University Press, 1997). On Robins, see also Penny Farfan, ‘From
Hedda Gabler to Votes for Women: Elizabeth Robins’s Early Feminist Critique of Ibsen’,
Theatre Journal, 48, 1 (March 1996), pp. 59—78; Joanna Gates, Elizabeth Robins, 1862-1951:
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Again, though, rather than simply find evidence in this of the ways in
which women were edged out of the literary marketplace in the backlash
against ‘tommyrotics’ that followed in the wake of Wilde’s trials, I would
emphasise women’s resourcefulness in finding new ways to carve out careers
for themselves as writers. Not unlike Thomas Hardy, who abandoned the novel
and devoted his energy exclusively to poetry after Jude the Obscure was reviewed
so scathingly in the months following Wilde’s trials, Robins, for example,
turned first to alternative theatre and then to street theatre and novel-writing in
the context of the Edwardian suffrage campaign. Sarah Grand’s career follows
asimilar trajectory: having been stage-centre of the cultural and literary debate
about New Woman fiction in the early 1890s, she focused her time and energy
after 1898 on feminist political activism rather than fiction- or play-writing.
Other women whose writing careers had flourished in the midst of the social
and literary controversies of the early nineties turned different corners in their
writing lives at the century’s end. After publishing a number of novels in the
1890s, George Paston turned her hand to writing non-fiction, mainly on the
eighteenth century, after 1900. Known for her wonderfully witty parodies of
Wilde and aestheticism during the 1890s, Ada Leverson published only fiction
after 1900, pushing the envelope of the middle-brow “‘women’snovel to include
all manner of unconventional behaviour —but doing so without engaging in the
edgy oppositional politics practised by both late Victorian male aesthetes and
the Modernist avant-garde. She kept company in this regard with Netta Syrett,
who returned to fiction-writing late in the first decade of the new century, but
had also worked below the critics’ radar screen, so to speak, for more than five
years, publishing only children’s fiction and historical popularisations after
Clement Scott, the influential reviewer for the Daily Telegraph, trashed her
play The Finding of Nancy (1902) on the basis of its allegedly autobiographical
sexual content. Not unlike the aspiring young science writer Beatrix Potter —
who wasn’t allowed to present her research to the Linnaean Society but found
success redirecting her skills as a naturalist in writing for children — Syrett
found the undervalued field of children’s literature a fertile ground for her
creative efforts until she could once again make novel-writing ‘a sure thing’.%
In spite, then, of the increasing conservatism of the critical establishment,
women found success in a variety of aesthetic modes and venues of literary

Actress, Novelist, Feminist (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 1994). See also
Katherine E. Kelly, ed., Modern Drama by Women 1880s—1930s: An International Anthology
(London and New York: Routledge, 1996); and William W. Demastes and Katherine E.
Kelly, eds., British Playwrights, 1880—1956: A Research and Production Sourcebook (Westport,
CT, and London: Greenwood Press, 1996).

4 Netta Syrett, The Sheltering Tree (London: G. Bles, 1939), p. 119.
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and cultural production as they negotiated the ‘rhetorics of sexuality and the
“modern” in a changing world".#

Ofspecialinterestin this regard are women’s innovative collaborations at the
turn of the twentieth century: their co-authorship under male pseudonyms;
their efforts to facilitate other writers” efforts through their work as editors
of periodicals and independent presses; and their establishment of a feminist
counter-public sphere in the context of the Edwardian suffrage campaign. As
Holly Laird and Bette London have argued, the writing careers of authors
such as Michael Field (Katherine Bradley and Edith Cooper), Somerville and
Ross (Edith Somerville and Violet Martin), E. D. Gerard (Emily and Dorothy
Gerard) and Mary and Jane Findlater present unique challenges for contem-
porary scholars committed to feminist recovery work. Laird notes: ‘greatness
in art, which has long been largely contingent on single, identifiable author-
ship, carries inconsistent but all the more powerful associations with innate,
semidivine genius and with a democratic ideal of noble, free individualism’.
And yet, despite ‘an increasingly entrenched mythology of solitary author-
ship’, collaboration ‘persisted in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’ —and
even ‘became more common at the turn of the century’. It has, however, rarely
‘been acclaimed and rarely earned both partners equal honor’.# While early
feminist scholarship contributed to rather than challenged this dis-valuation
of collaborative writing, scholars such as Laird and London are now inviting
us to expand our appreciation of women’s writing practices to include the
‘contradictory legacies’ (Laird’s phrasing) of turn-of-the-century women’s co-
authors: their ‘risky, self-compromising, though occasionally thrilling struggle
for identity (for name and fame)’; their ‘still undecided battle with the Ro-
mantic myth of single, canonized (male) authorship’ (93); and their efforts
(especially in the case of the aesthete Michael Field) to gain control of the
material production of their work.

Attention is given elsewhere in this volume to the impact of women editors
on the production and marketing of literary Modernism. It is with considera-
tion of the efforts of women to establish and sustain a feminist counter-public
sphere through the alternative publishing venues associated with the women’s
suffrage campaign that this chapter concludes.

4 Claire Buck, ““This Other Eden”: Homoeroticism and the Great War in the Early Poetry
of H. D. and Radclyffe Hall’, Women’s Experience of Modernity, p. 77.

4 Holly Laird, Women Coauthors (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2000),
p. 85. Further references given in parenthesis in the text. See also Bette London, Writing
Double: Women'’s Literary Partnerships (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1999),

pp. 91-118.
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As scholars such as Wendy Mulford, Barbara Green and Lisa Tickner have
discussed at length, the semi-underground economy of woman-centred liter-
ary production and reception sustained during the Edwardian suffrage cam-
paign by organisations such as the Women Writers” Suffrage League, the
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), the National Union of Women’s
Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) and independent publishers operated completely
outside of the literary mainstream. Entirely without benefit of institution-
ally based evaluative practices (e.g., reviews in mainstream periodicals, in-
fluential works of literary criticism, school curricula), suffrage campaigners
deployed creative writing as well as non-fiction prose in their efforts to ed-
ucate a broad range of readers. Plays, masques, farces, short fiction, novels,
poetry: all manner of literary materials were produced and displayed in suf-
frage shops alongside essays, pamphlets and other non-fiction texts produced
by the WSPU, the NUWSS and independent publishers. Not unlike the way
in which H. D.’s poetry and fiction circulated in an activist women’s commu-
nity long before her work was reclaimed by academic feminism and made
available again commercially, suffrage literature played ‘a significant role in
the developing politicisation of women’.46 As Kate Flint has argued, it ‘created
and consolidated a community of women readers, who could refer to these
works as proofs of their psychological, social, and ideological difference from
men’, and who viewed their reading of literary works as both an impetus for
and a major component of their social and political activism.#

The fact that literary critics writing today concern themselves mainly with
the appreciation and evaluation of the individual text, and the individual great
writer’s work, makes it easy to ignore the historical impact of the suffrage
writers, whose texts are arguably less impressive individually than in the ag-
gregate, as Mulford notes. The point to emphasise here as well, though, is
that, in tandem with turn-of-the-century socialists such as Robert Blatchford
(editor of the Clarion and author of bestselling novels such as Merrie England),
H. M. Hyndman and A. R. Orage (editor of the New Age), suffrage writers
resisted the rarification of the aesthetic sphere and the professionalisation of
literary study that the Modernists better known to us today — though prob-
lematically identified as ‘representative’ early twentieth-century figures — were
quite anxiously promoting in an effort to secure the cultural authority of both
a particular literary aesthetic and the discipline of English studies.

46 Wendy Mulford, ‘Socialist-Feminist Criticism: a Case Study, Women’s Suffrage and Liter-
ature, 1906-1914’, in Peter Widdowson, ed., Re-Reading English (London: Methuen, 1982),
p. 186.

4 Kate Flint, The Woman Reader, 1837-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), p. 305.
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Mary Poovey has argued that literary historical recovery work raises thorny
theoretical questions: questions that speak to ‘our profession’s current indeci-
sion about the role and nature of literary criticism’; questions that jeopardise
‘the foundational claims of our entire discipline’.** And she positions archival
research on uncanonised women writers antithetically to the work on disci-
plinary history that she views as taking precedence in the new millennium.
This chapter’s argument instead has been that archival recovery work and
disciplinary self-reflection are most productively pursued simultaneously. In
one sense, the goal of studies such as this History is to capture, memorialise
and lend a sense of permanency to a particular reading of its subject-matter, in
this case, twentieth-century history. By contrast, however, one might hope to
replace Raymond Williams’s mechanistic image of the ‘machinery of selective
tradition” with a more dynamic modelling of what Rita Felski has termed ‘the
inevitable partiality of our perspective(s) on the past’. As she suggests in her
‘Afterword’ to a recent volume on women and modernity, ‘the experience of
modernity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century is both uncan-
nily like and uncannily unlike our own’ experience of modernity in the new
millennium. Felski concludes that Ti]t is out of such a dialectical movement,
which simultaneously respects and bridges the otherness of the past’, that the
most interesting work on the gender of modernity is emerging (298).

48 Mary Poovey, ‘Recovering Ellen Pickering’, Yale Journal of Criticism, 13, 2 (2000), p. 451.
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5
Edwardians to Georgians

ROBERT L. CASERIO

King Edward VII's reign is a rebellious era, establishing a libertarian agenda
for subsequent decades. "‘What [makes] it a new age’, writes J. B. Priestley of
the Edwardian period, ‘is not the . . . conformity it carried over from Victorian
England but .. . all the attempts. . . to push forward into a freer atmosphere.’
The forward push was enacted by ‘rebels from the middle classes’ who shared ‘a
common platform —a belief that . . . society might be rationally transformed’,*
might lead to a socialist state, women’s liberation from patriarchy, and dis-
solution of the Empire. Edwardian writers explored that rebellious common
platform.

Priestley emphasises the common platform’s rational aims. But the era’s
writers also liberated passions of the mind and body that did not always co-
operate with the goals of rational transformation. Moreover, the writers sought
an avant-garde autonomy for art: art’s liberty to develop free of responsibil-
ity to reflect the world ‘realistically’; free even of responsibility to immedi-
ate political relevance. That search for autonomy links Edwardian literature
with Modernism and with the post-Edwardian Georgians (so called after King
George V). Pursuing artistic freedom, Edwardians, Modernists and Georgians
experiment with literary forms and genres. They experiment with realism,
and they experiment with romance, understood as a contrast to realism and
as amarker of art’s independence. But that experimentation is not pursued for
its own sake exclusively: it refers back, however indirectly, to the Edwardian
agenda for change. It is possible to argue that, for Edwardians, Modernists and
Georgians, both realism and romance have a libertarian reference; and that
for them romance largely promotes empire’s dissolution, in contrast to the
Victorians” version, which often promoted imperialist adventure.

The Edwardian platform is tied to romance even in John Galsworthy and
Arnold Bennett, whose names have been bywords for a photographic realism

' ]. B. Priestley, The Edwardians (New York: Harper & Row, 1970), pp. 84, 108, 89.
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that merely records facts. Certainly, Galsworthy’s novels and plays apply real-
ism to Edwardian platform issues: husbands’ abuse and rape of wives; conflicts
between capitalists and unions; inhuman machinery oflaw. Yet Galsworthy also
combines realism and progressivism with anti-realist components. A character
in Fraternity (1909) is writing “The Book of Universal Brotherhood’, a shadow
Fraternity. That book within a book reveals England as an abattoir, wherein
equality has been slaughtered by individualism, property, and sexual jealousy.
The author of “The Book of Universal Brotherhood’, despite being a scientist,
is not a realist, but a Blakean visionary. He doubles Galsworthy, whose real-
ism is epiphenomenal upon visionary romance. Galsworthy equates visionary
romance in The Dark Flower (1913) with erotic passion that undermines bour-
geois marriage —and reality itself. "The dark flower’ of passion represents what
reality, or what even progressive social order, cannot encompass.

Bennett pairs ‘realist’ attacks on property and marriage with evocations
of desire and liberty that suggest supra-human possibility — and that there-
fore evoke romance. Of course, Bennett’s historical realism, attached to the
common platform, is one of his modes. His realist hit play Milestones (1912)
shows three generations of an English industrial family undergoing histor-
ical change; by 1912, the modern father faces his ultimate milestone when
the family’s women have become feminists who support union organisation
against their patriarchs. Bennett’s Clayhanger novels (1910-15) include Hilda
Lessways’s story, and use realism to recover the history of Hilda’s struggle for
independence as a New Woman, and to underwrite the suffrage movement.
There is another Bennett, however, who transcends realism. Hilda Lessways
and Edwin Clayhanger’s good marriage is damaged by its partners’ secret, dis-
junctive histories. In regard to those disjunctions realism works ambiguously.
It reveals the secrets, and fills in the gaps. At the same time, realism, by dedicat-
ing fiction to persons or forces that escape documentation, suggests realism'’s
potential — and a potential of political platforms — for remaining permanently
distant from truth.

Art’s reach therefore must exceed realism. Accordingly, Bennett produces,
hand in hand with his realism, works of fantasy or romance. “The Death of
Simon Fuge’, in The Grim Smile of the Five Towns (1907), is about the late Fuge,
an under-appreciated artist who has been, according to rumour, a remarkable
sexual adventurer. A London museum curator travels to Fuge’s native Five
Towns, where the curator meets Fuge’s acquaintances, including two sisters
the artist is rumoured to have seduced one fabled evening. The curator dis-
covers banal facts behind Fuge’s legend; yet he also discovers, in the person of
one of the fabled sisters, that banal facts have an uncanny way of restoring ‘the
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empire of romance’. His research thereby puts him in touch with the truth
about Fuge’s work: although Fuge believed himself to be ‘exclusively preoccu-
pied with . .. the authentic’, his pictures transform authentic reality into ‘the
romance of the authentic’.? Through Fuge’s story Bennett dramatises his own
impulse to reinvent realism as romance.

E. M. Forster’s work evokes romance in order to criticise oppressive conven-
tions and subvert realism. In The Longest Journey (1907) conventional married
manhood suffocates Rickie Elliot; just as, he discovers, marriage suffocated
his mother. She committed adultery, and bore another son. Rickie discovers in
his half-brother (an atheist who contemns marriage) a fearless vitality that has
more dignity than any marital relation can bestow. Rickie can see his brother’s
distinction because Rickie imagines him in mythological or romance terms, in
line with stories that Rickie writes and that his wife and brother-in-law scorn for
not being ‘realistic’. ‘Gods and fairies [are] far nearer to reality’, Rickie thinks,
than anything quotidian.? He ecstatically imagines his brother as Pan, and
enshrines him in a collection of stories, Pan Pipes. Consistent with The Longest
Journey and Pan Pipes, Forster’s posthumously published Maurice (written in
1913-14), representing male homosexual and inter-class union as an ultimate
alternative to bourgeois marriage, locates that union in ‘the greenwood’, a
‘romance wild’ suited to Pan.*

Forster’s inspiration for Maurice was Edward Carpenter, an open advocate
of homosexuality who helped found the Labour Party. Carpenter came from
an older generation of radical intellectuals: Samuel Butler, for one. To begin
a survey of Edwardian tradition with Galsworthy, Bennett and Forster is to
start in medias res. Fabian socialists in the 1890s initiated Edwardian writ-
ing’s ‘attempts to break away’ from the past by founding the Stage Society.
The Society desired a venue for commercially non-viable plays, especially
because the Fabian George Bernard Shaw’s plays — for example, Mrs Warren’s
Profession (1894), wherein the decent rationality of a sex-worker turned madam
is presented without censure — were not granted licences for performance.
Shaw’s Man and Superman (1903) typifies the cutting edge of the Stage Soci-
ety’s development. That play rejects Victorian identifications of democracy
with ‘reform’ in favour of permanent revolution in all spheres of life. Man
and Superman also advances Shaw’s experimentation in dramatic genre: the
play introduces myth, dream and romance into Shaw’s realism, in a way

? Arnold Bennett, The Grim Smile of the Five Towns (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1946), pp. 170,
161.

3 E. M. Forster, The Longest Journey (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1922), p. 189.

4 E. M. Forster, Maurice (New York: W. W. Norton, 1971), p. 250.
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that calls attention to realism as itself an artifice, and identifies truth with
fantasy.

The Stage Society set a standard of rebellion for a younger generation of
artists. One sees a complement of the Society’s aims in the London Rebel Art
Centre’s circle of writers — Wyndham Lewis, Ezra Pound, Ford Madox Ford,
Rebecca West—who in 1914 created the artistic movement called Vorticism, and
the journal Blast, an epitome of ‘all the attempts to push forward into a freer
atmosphere’. Literary history classifies Blast’s collaborators as Modernists, in
contrast with Edwardians; it keeps Galsworthy, Bennett, Shaw, H. G. Wells and
even Forster sealed off from the likes of Pound and Lewis. Whatever the useful-
ness of compartmentalising, even the Rebel Art Centre group did not practise
itin the wholesale way of later criticism. West in 1912 celebrates the Edwardian
Stage Society playwright, actor and producer Harley Granville Barker as the
strongest contemporary exponent of ‘fierce refusal to leave things as they are’®
That fierce refusal perhaps results from Barker’s embrace of romance in tan-
dem with progressive-minded realism. He realistically reproduced a suffrage
rally on stage for Elizabeth Robins’s Votes for Women! (1907); but in his own
plays he dissolves realism into an experimental collage of perspectives. His
experimentation is complemented by such ventures into romance as his and
Laurence Houseman’s Prunella (1904), and his ‘post-Impressionist’ production
of Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale in 1912. Facile oppositions, whether between
realism and romance, or between Barker’s generation and West’s, obscure the
substantial as well as temporal convergence of Edwardians and Modernists.
Facile oppositions also obscure the convergence of Edwardian Modernists
with writers born as far back as the 1830s and 1840s: Thomas Hardy and Henry
James.

The younger generation sees in Hardy and James links among progres-
sive platforms, experiments in literary form, and romance modes. Pound’s
retrospect of Hardy in 1938 celebrates Hardy’s critical social conscience in the
poetry Hardy published during the Edwardian and Georgian years. Pound
joins Hardy with ‘H. James’: ‘they stand together . . . in disgust with the social
estimates of their era, in rebellion against the sordid matrimonial customs of
England. And between 'em they bred a generation that. . . carried their disbe-
lief into action.’® In the light of Pound and the Edwardian platform, Hardy’s
late novels are social protests more than they are demonstrations of crush-
ing fate. Hardy himself opposed characterisations of his work as pessimistic,

> Jane Marcus, ed., The Young Rebecca: Writings of Rebecca West 1911-17 (London: Macmillan,
1982), p. 20.
¢ Ezra Pound, Guide to Kulchur (New York: New Directions, 1938), p. 287.
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and insisted (in a 1922 reiteration of his 1911 preface to the Wessex edition
of his novels) that his work be considered ‘only “questionings” in the ex-
ploration of reality, and . .. the first step towards . .. betterment’. For Hardy,
poetry’s vocation is progressive, and he looked to poetry to reconcile religion
and ‘complete rationality’ by means of poetry’s ‘breath and finer spirit of all
knowledge’.”

That finer spirit’s ties to the progressive platform do not depend on re-
alism. Neither Hardy’s practice nor Pound’s is solely realist, any more than
Galsworthy, Bennett, or Forster’s is. In The Spirit of Romance (1910) Pound de-
clared poetry to be a sort of ‘inspired mathematics . . . equations for the human
emotions’. Most important among emotions for which poetry seeks expres-
sion are ecstasy and wonder. Modern poetry’s pursuit of prose-like clarity
results from ‘a sceptical age’, which ‘hungers after the definite, . . . something
it can pretend to believe. The marvelous thing [must be] made plausible.’
The plausibility of representations equated with literary realism might fulfil
that hunger. But Pound insisted that one way to make the marvellous plau-
sible, and to stir ecstasy, is to heighten thought, so that ecstasy becomes ‘a
function of . . . intellect’.® Vorticism was announced as a mode of passionately
apprehended ideas, of ecstatic intellect. Not reality, and not any mere imita-
tion of reality, but ideas about reality, was the purpose of Vorticist poetics.
For Pound it was art’s forms, abstracting ideas from reality, which opened
the gate to ecstasy. The origin of Vorticist ecstasy is Pound’s meditation on
romance.

If one looks to Hardy from the vantage point of Pound’s aesthetics one
finds in the older writer a similar bias against realism, and a proto-Modernist
advocacy of form. Hardy mocks realism, “an artificiality . . . which has been
assumed in some places to mean copyism, and in others pruriency’. Hardy in-
sists on art as a selective construction that abstracts from fact, and rules over it.
‘With an eye to being more truthful than truth (the just aim of Art)’, the most
devoted realist ‘transforms himself” from a mimeticist ‘into a technicist’ —
an impersonal manipulator of representational or structural techniques.’
Hardy’s last novel, The Well-Beloved (1897), which Hardy added to the Wessex
edition in 1912, and classified as a romance, moves the novelist’s representa-
tion of marriage and extra-marital sex beyond realism. His romance’s techni-
cist construction allows Hardy to satirise copyism; and allows him to handle
erotic material that, keeping faith with Edwardian and Modernist rebellion,

7 Collected Poems of Thomas Hardy (New York: Macmillan, 1925), pp. 526, 531.
8 Ezra Pound, The Spirit of Romance (New York: New Directions, 1968), pp. 14-15, 9I.
® Thomas Hardy, Life and Art (New York: Greenberg, 1925), pp. 87, 86.
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unsettles differences between promiscuity and ‘the world-wide fond supersti-
tion” of monogamy.™

In enlisting James alongside Hardy for the push forward, Edwardian—
Georgian Modernists were obliged to wrestle with fiction’s potentially au-
tonomous relation to politics and morality. Pound’s case for James’s political
impact assumed that James’s rebellious portrayal of social and national forces
required of James an unparalleled ‘comprehension of the novel as a “form™."
But James’s attention to form appeared increasingly to sink his comprehen-
sion of everything else. James’s other canonisers, Ford and West, found James
apolitical — and amoral; and they accordingly found themselves unsettled as
well as admiring. West mocked James’s indifference to political or ethical val-
ues when she argued that James hadn’t noticed that his novel The Golden Bowl
(1905) was merely ‘an ugly . . . story about . . . people who are sexually mad’ be-
cause technique preoccupied him. Certainly James brought into fiction a belief
(shared by many Edwardian platform allies) in heightened intelligence, includ-
ing intelligent use of art, as an autonomous value, transcending conventional
ideas of ‘good” and ‘bad’. And yet West, despite her mockery, mostly rejoices in
James’s aesthetic autonomy. James, West declares, is the one triumphant prod-
uct of 1890s aestheticism, which inspired him to cultivate apolitical, amoral
subjects and techniques. One such technique is his formal equivalent for blessed
arethe purein heart: James, West says, ‘demonstrated [that beatitude] in no spirit
of moral propaganda, but for the technical reason’ that a selfless, relatively im-
personal consciousness illuminates a situation better than a self-centred one
does.”

James’s last book of stories, The Finer Grain (1910), represents a ‘finer grain’
of characters, who exemplify James’s merger of “technical reasons” with selfless
consciousness. In The Finer Grain’s “The Bench of Desolation’, a man suffers
because of a woman'’s breach of promise suit against him. But even while he
suffers, the woman is impersonally sacrificing herself to a self-disciplined plot
that will save him from suffering. Her plotting allegorises James’s ‘technicist’
art, which requires an impersonal disinterestedness that, submitting life to
art’s reworking, uses heightened intellection to rescue life from a fallen state.
Such rescue, perhaps an instance of Pound’s ecstasy fostered by intellect,
refers itself to romance as well as to technique. The Finer Grain begins with
“The Velvet Glove’, a story that opposes identifications of fiction with real life.
Real life is fiction’s inspiration, it is even a kind of romance; nevertheless, the

' Thomas Hardy, The Well-Beloved (London: Macmillan, 1975), p. 54.
" T.S. Eliot, ed., Literary Essays of Ezra Pound (New York: New Directions, 1968), p. 337.
> Rebecca West, Henry James (London: Nisbet, 1916), pp. 110, 95.
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story suggests, fiction is not copyism, but rigorous formal construction — an
adventure in the passion of technique, an alternative romance.

James’s art borrows from the wonder of romance rather than from the
ordinariness of reality so that it can become an autonomous construction.
But fiction cannot become autonomous without paying for its liberty. That
payment, enacted by James’s fine-grained characters, shows sorrow and loss in-
herent in triumph. The heroine of The Golden Bowl wins autonomous agency
for herself when out of her passion for her husband she devises a strategy
that wins him back from an affair with her stepmother; but she pays for
her victory with the loss of her passionately loved father, from whom she
must separate permanently. Her passions suffer desolation even as they suc-
ceed. In James, passion painfully compromises agency, indeed fetters it. Intel-
ligence and technique as well as agency in James all turn out to be subject to
constraint.

James’s representation of constrained agency heightened the difficulty his
Modernist canonisers felt when recruiting him for politics. Ford met the diffi-
culty by insisting that James’s aesthetic disinterestedness is actually a political
boon: it provides, Ford says, ‘the very matter upon which we shall build the
theory of the new body politic’.”* Ford would have had to make the same
claim about his sometime-collaborator Joseph Conrad (with whom Ford co-
wrote a science fiction, The Inheritors [1901], and a historical novel, Romance
[1903]). Passion and constrained agency pervade Conrad’s work, even though
Conrad believes in art’s autonomy, and believes literary artists should be, at
least in regard to ‘technicist’ invention, powerful agents. Himself an agent of
formal innovations, Conrad develops ‘impressionism’ (a use of prose to evoke
immediacy of sensations in a reader), which he employs alongside Jamesian
impersonality of observation, and with a narrative technique that continually
disrupts a story’s chronological continuity. Conrad uses his new forms to serve
both realist and romance modes of fiction. It is the presence of romance in
his work that especially resists attempts to enlist Conrad for the Edwardians’
‘new body politic’. For Conrad inherited from Victorian fiction a species of
romance called ‘imperial romance’: stories that support imperialism by glo-
rifying British agency at the expense of those foreign ‘others’ who fall victim
to Empire’s adventures. Readers argue whether Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
(1902) is ultimately another imperialist romance (like H. Rider Haggard’s or
John Buchan’s) that glamorises empire’s runaway agency and superiority; or
whether it is a blend of realism and romance that shows the hollowness of

% Ford Madox Hueffer, Henry James (New York: Boni, 1915), p. 48.
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imperialism (in the vein of the explicitly anti-imperialist romancer Robert Louis
Stevenson). The answer might lie in Conrad’s elevation of passionate suffering,
whenever he employs romance, in relation to adventurous agency. By inhibit-
ing the effectiveness of agency in his romances, Conrad tips them towards
realism, while still preserving romance conventions (quests for redemption;
noble conduct; disguises; startling coincidences); he thereby uses romance to
hollow out the pride of agency on which world powers, or would-be world
powers, stake their will to domination.

Conrad’s Under Western Eyes (1911), a realist fiction that is also a dark version
of romance adventure, suggests the political moral of constrained agency in
Conrad. The story is about terrorist attacks on Russian autocracy; and about
a student, Razumov, whose ability to act freely is destroyed when he betrays
a terrorist assassin to the police. The police coerce Razumov into disguising
himself as a revolutionary who will spy on a nest of terrorists in Geneva. But
Razumov the secret agent has little power of action, and never gains more:
his life ends as a passion of unrequited suffering — and unrequited love for the
assassin’s sister, Nathalie. Given the harshness of Razumov’s fate, it appears
that Conrad’s political moral is to point up the equal horrors of Russian im-
perialism and Eastern terrorism. That appearance gains credibility from the
way Conrad’s narrator, a liberal English Westerner, presents autocratic em-
pire, terrorism and Razumov’s passion as alien, inferior to his own rationality
and free agency. But Conrad’s experimental narrative structure casts doubt
on the narrator’s invidious distinctions between East and West, including his
distinction between Eastern passion and Western action. Those distinctions
serve imperialist perspectives; and the narrator’s imperialist cast of mind pre-
vents him from admitting that his own passion for Nathalie binds his story,
and his identity, to Razumov’s. East and West are factitious constructs. The
men are doubles; and Conrad’s experimentation with narrative form in Under
Western Eyes makes it possible for readers to see that the men also are doubles
for a “town peasant’ in the story whose fate is controversial: is the peasant (or
Razumov, or the narrator) a deliberate political agent surmounting passion,
or a figure representing agency’s defeat by passion? Conrad’s narrative refuses
the question’s alternatives, for his novel resists the idea that agents or actions
can secure liberty by getting an upper hand over passion, or by dividing action
from passion. That idea, Conrad suggests, leads to a hypertrophy of action that
inspires imperialists and terrorists alike to beat their victims, and their victims’
passions, into submission. Politically, then, Conrad arguably is on the side of
whatever ‘new body politic’ will not sacrifice passions to a morbid idealisation
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of agency. The romance elements Conrad retains in all his fiction — elements
that Ford’s 1924 memoir of Conrad testifies Conrad could not separate from
art, history, politics or life — serve idealism and a quest for liberty, but do not
subordinate passions to either.

Readers who want fiction to celebrate political freedom of action will insist
on divorcing Conrad from Edwardian-Georgian movements for social trans-
formation. Justifiable as that insistence might be, Conrad’s emphasis on pas-
sions is continuous with a like emphasis in George Bernard Shaw, who assigns
passions a prominence that limits agency; and who requires politics, including
the most progressive, to accommodate that limit. At first glance, however,
Shaw’s experiments with form mask the role of passion in his dramas, and
their romance elements as well. Shaw names his experiments ‘problem plays’,
and equates their heightened intellectual aspect with anti-realistic abstraction.
A problem play instances ‘the resistance of fact and law to human feeling’.**
Early reviews of Shaw complained that Shaw’s “civic ardour’ made him value a
dialectic of ideas above emotions or emotional plausibility.” Indifferent to such
complaints, Shaw estimated ‘real’ emotion as merely an artefact of theatrical
convention. His vocation was to overturn conventions of audience emotional
response, as well as of playwriting and acting, in order to undermine capitalist
social order.

But even as Shaw undermines conventions regulating emotion, his work
values feeling’s resistance to fact and law. Shaw presents passionate feeling
as a creative outer limit of dialectics. Dialectics regulate only the first acts of
the anti-imperialist play John Bull’s Other Island (1904), Shaw’s breakthrough
success with the public (and King Edward). In the play’s exposition antithetical
characters, English and Irish, come to inhabit positions that synthesise their
opposed identities. Such synthesised identifications mock national character
and nationalist (and religious) antagonisms. Excoriating those antagonisms,
Shaw’s preface to his play declares there is ‘no greater curse to a nation than
a nationalist movement’ — except imperialism. A recent British massacre of
Egyptian Muslims makes Shaw insist that there is ‘no more sacred and ur-
gent political duty on earth than the disruption, defeat and suppression of the
Empire’.*® Rational transformation of society cannot proceed without a recog-
nition that nationalism and imperialism mask global capitalism’s exploitations.

4 Bernard Shaw, Plays Unpleasant (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1988), p. 198.

> Max Beerbohm, Around Theatres (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1953), p. 193.

6 Bernard Shaw, John Bull’s Other Island and Major Barbara (New York: Brentano’s, 1908),
p- lix.
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Yet anti-nationalist, anti-imperialist economic realism, John Bull’s Other Island
concedes, is only a temporary solution.

The play assigns to a minor character, a defrocked Catholic priest, a major
visionary statement that protests against capitalism and realism alike. The ex-
priest’s vision instances a passion for which no current dialectic offers adequate
terms. Hence the ex-priest expresses his passion in paradoxes. The note of such
paradox was first struck by the romance-mode extravagance of Man and Super-
man’s third act. Characteristically, Shaw’s plays bring their rational dialectics
(their ecstatic intellection) towards an expression of paradoxical, impersonal
passions. In Shaw’s address to ‘sordid matrimonial customs’, Getting Married:
A Disquisitory Play (1908), the heroine openly avows her promiscuity, as well as
her fidelity to her husband. In the course of the play, as she takes a new lover,
she falls into a trance, wherein she utters an impersonally passionate mono-
logue about women’s baffled place in gender’s long history. If marriage is to
have a future, it will need to articulate the meaning of her passion better than
she can, and better than current revolutionary programmes or dramatised
disquisitions can.

Shaw and the Stage Society’s rebellious aim for drama was partly inspired by
the efforts of W. B. Yeats, Lady Augusta Gregory and J. M. Synge to establish an
anti-imperialist Irish national theatre. Yeats’s anti-imperialist political motives
explain the inspiration he drew from Robert Bridges’s verse drama The Return
of Ulysses (1890). The Return of Ulysses is a romance (derived from the archetypal
romance, The Odyssey) about a man’s recovery of his country from imperialists:
Penelope’s suitors. To overthrow them, Ulysses must mask himself, making
improvised theatre his instrumental strategy. Yeats adapts that Ulyssean in-
strument, transforming traditional dramatic elements — will and action —into
‘lyrical and meditative ecstasies’, which ‘enable . .. us to pass. . . into a deep of
the mind that had hitherto been too subtle for habitation’. That deep is an
elsewhere of “vast passions’, not a realist’s copy oflife.”” The passions staged by
Yeats’s plays dwarf, and destroy, imperialist agencies. Cathleen NiHoulihan (1902)
lyricises passionate revolt against empire and quotidian restraint (marriage);
The King’s Threshold (1904), about the aftermath of a king’s decision to exile po-
ets from state power, shows that the passion of exile becomes a poet’s capacity
to laugh at the vulnerability of imperial domination. Yeats’s theatre remains
in touch with its anti-imperialist roots via a populist impulse, inhering in the
Irish vulgate of Yeats and Lady Gregory’s plays, and inspiring Yeats’s devotion
to Synge.

7 W. B. Yeats, Essays and Introductions (New York: Macmillan, 1961), pp. 201, 225, 243.
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Yeats’s praises Synge’s ‘living speech’, the language ofthe people, for convey-
ing an ‘emotion of multitude’ that is derived from social reality.”® The intensity
of Synge’s realism shocked Dublin audiences, inciting them to riot in protest.
Yet Synge too cuts free from copyism. In his The Well of the Saints (1905) a blind
couple figures an ecstatic turn inward to a human darkness that shatters the
outward world’s simple assumptions about what is real. Even the realism of
Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World (1907) attaches itself to romance. The
Playboy’s fantasies typify the aggression of all Synge’s dramas, which employ
realist elements in order simultaneously to subvert realism and undermine
figures of authority.

Edwardian writing’s pursuit of autonomy; its fascination with passions and
its generalised rebelliousness are consummated in the Georgian—-Modernist
Blast’s appearance in June 1914. At the same time, Ford’s contribution — “The
Saddest Story’ (opening chapters of Ford’s novel The Good Soldier [1915]) —
appears to disrupt technicist experiment’s alliance with passion, social progress
and modes of romance. “The Saddest Story’, about promiscuity and hatred
in the lives of “perfect’ couples, claims that real passion is anti-progressive.
Eros and aggression, Ford’s narrator confesses, hollow out ‘the big words,
courage, loyalty, honour, constancy’ —hallmarks of romance. “There isnothing
toguideus...Itisalla darkness.”™ The narrator’s ‘darkness’, possibly satirising
James’s ‘finer grain’ of intelligence, also results from Ford’s projection onto it of
Conrad’s disjunctive storytelling. Ford’s narrator pulverises straightforwardly
intelligible narration, confounding plain readers who expect life, and art, to
make sense.

Ford’s text points towards history — an unconcluded struggle between
Protestantism and Catholicism — as what might make sense of the sexual and
moral madness that conjoins Ford’s spouses and lovers. But historical sense
in Ford is never far from romance. Ford wrote a trilogy of historical novels
about Henry VIII and modernity’s first attack on marital institutions. In The
Fifth Queen Crowned: A Romance (1908) Henry’s fifth queen Katherine Howard
lives amid allegations about her that make it hard to tell history apart from
fictive invention: romance in the worst sense. There must be an escape, Ford
suggests, from unbridled invention, even if that invention goes by the name of
historical reality. An alternative realism is not the solution. Katherine’s desire
to restore Catholicism in England, in opposition to England’s male initiators
of modern capitalism, pursues an ideal of civic virtue derived from her Latin

8 Tbid., pp. 301, 215-16.
¥ Wyndham Lewis, ed., Blast 1 (Santa Barbara: Black Sparrow Press, 1981), pp. 94, 89.
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books about res publica. Ford uses Katherine to enlist romance in the sense
of ‘matter of Rome’ to figure the Edwardian platform cause of an ideal anti-
capitalist public realm, a collective good life that remains out of reach of the
modern state.

In Mr Apollo: A Just Possible Story (1908) Ford again employs romance as
a reform-inspiring alternative to historical realism. In Mr Apollo the Greek
god Apollo, arriving in contemporary London, condemns English economic
injustice; he also criticises a circle of socialists. Ford’s brief in his novel is
on behalf of art’s power to transform the world. Art can do so, apparently,
only if it has Apollo’s autonomy; only if art can be trusted even when it
criticises the socio-political avant-garde. To be sure, in the light of “The Saddest
Story’, Ford looks wary of refashioning reality in the names of art and of ‘just
possible” romance. Yet after Blast a reversion to romance, in connection with
experimental techniques, is a constant of Ford’s career.

There remain two writers of the era who significantly employ and vary
romance. Rudyard Kipling’s variant, rooted in Victorian imperial adventure,
and explicitly distant from the progressive platform, presents an ultimate test
case for the political bearings of romance in Edwardian—Georgian-Modernist
usage: is the genre an eligible ally for any political agenda, but especially for
Kipling’s (and Buchan’s) imperialist one; or does romance’s post-Victorian use
exhibit a libertarian bias?

Kipling’s Actions and Reactions (1909) contains stories that nakedly avow the
good of the British Empire for colonial peoples, especially in Africa. Little
Foxes’ dramatises an Ethiopian village’s happy collaboration between natives
and English rulers. The natives, opposing anti-imperialist reformers in Parlia-
ment, are insiders, at home with their white men, who are also at home with
them; it is the reformers who are suspicious aliens. Democracy is suspect too.
Express opposition to it in Actions and Reactions appears in “With the Night
Mail’, a romance — and a science fiction — set in 2000 AD, when the world
is ruled by a small organisation of ‘semi-elected’ persons who co-ordinate
global transport and communication. That co-ordination has supplanted
“autonomous institutions”, “local self-government”, and the rest of the ar-
chaic lumber devised in the past for the confusion of human affairs’.*°

The politics of “With the Night Mail’ may be distasteful from a progressive
Edwardian perspective, but Kipling’s technicist treatment of the story compels
attention. An account of a night on a nuclear-powered airship, the story is
accompanied by Kipling’s version of pages from the journal in which the

?° Rudyard Kipling, Actions and Reactions (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, Page, 1915), p. 137.
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account appears. Those pages, in various typefaces, predict the collage layouts
(inspired by advertising) of Blast. Kipling’s reactionism thus assumes an avant-
garde character, which is facilitated by formal experiments he identifies with
fantasy or romance. That experimentation possibly facilitates more. Despite
Kipling’s projection of imperialism’s know-it-all superiority, it is never very
clear which side of rule Kipling is on. He has a penchant for becoming a critic
of his own side — an outsider after all. In Actions and Reactions “The Puzzler’
and ‘A Deal in Cotton’ subvert imperialist hierarchy. A poem in the collection
lambasts the English for being ‘undemocratic’, and for adjudicating problems
by ‘hinting’ at ‘a matter’s inwardness’, rather than by making openly public
decisions.* In his historical fictions — for example, in Rewards and Fairies (1910) —
romance intensifies Kipling’s hostility to imperialism, allowing him to recover
the lives of colonial subjects whom empire and history have obliterated. Puckin
Rewards and Fairies is a romance muse applauding wily strategies of subalterns
in response to powers that oppress them; he does not much applaud wily
conduct at the top of the heap. A story and poem about ‘Gloriana’, at the start
of Rewards and Fairies, deflates the Empire.

Kipling’s use of romance, orits use ofhim, instances art’s tricky autonomy in
relation to realism, or to programmatic purposes, including imperialist ones.
Wells’s use of romance asserts his independence from realism; but Wells in-
sists that art must not be autonomous, that Modernist romance must advance
rational social transformation. Wells’s insistence suggests his alliance with the
Edwardian platform; nevertheless, Wells thought Edwardian radicalism fell
short of its aims. Speaking for Wells, a scientist hero in Wells’s Marriage finds
‘the general field of social reform,” including radical political organisations,
‘a mere stop-gap . .. There’s no clear knowledge — no clear purpose.™ Clear
purpose for Wells meant a propaganda effort to convert all classes to social-
ism, hence meant rejecting socialist orthodoxy about inevitable class conflict.
Collective responsibility and planning; and collectivity defined as a world com-
munity in global, rather than in national, class, party or local terms became
Wells’s programme in 1906. Dedicating his novels thereafter to his propa-
ganda, Wells attacks Shaw and Kipling for their brands of ‘stop-gap’ politics,
and blasts James and Conrad for thinking art more important than anew world
order.

Despite Wells’s dissociation from his fellow writers, romance forges simi-
larities between him and them. Like James in “The Velvet Glove’, Wells uses
romance as a hinge between an individual’s impressions (impressions which

' Ibid., p. 209. * H. G. Wells, Marriage (New York: Dulffield, 1912), pp. 420-1.
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James, Conrad and Ford constructed as a component of ‘realism’) and some-
thing more objectively ‘Real’. Marriage formulates that hinge when its scientist
writes a manifesto he calls ‘From Realism to Reality’. That title describes the
trajectory of Wells’s fiction, which evokes realism, but then becomes spec-
ulative romance in order to express authentic Reality. In Wells’s “scientific
romances” or “futurist romances™, Wells experiments formally and themat-
ically with differences between individual impressions and Real knowledge
of the world. The hero of The War in the Air (1908), Bert Smallways, has a
passion for motors and planes, and is an uncritical pro-imperialist patriot.
When he unwittingly becomes involved in a German air assault on the towers
of Manhattan that begins a world war, Wells’s narrator demonstrates a fatal
gap between Bert’s impressions (decent and likable though Bert is) and the
objective, collective Reality to which Bert’s delight in machines, and his knee-
jerk patriotism, contribute. ‘Produced by imperial and international politics’,”
both Bert’s sensuous self-centredness and his patriotism turn Bert into an inad-
vertent agent of global holocaust. To have prevented his fate, Bert should have
developed powers of impersonal consciousness and observation that James
and Wells, pace their differences, use the romance of fiction to model.

Wells’s involvement of a new world order with romance modes also brings
Wells and Kipling to a point of convergence. Wells complements Kipling’s
opposition to democracy; that complementarity suggests there might be a
more sympathetic collective-minded logic underlying Kipling’s stance than at
first appears. In Wells’s The World Set Free (1914), which like The War in the
Air looks back on history from the twenty-first century, Wells notes that as
late as the 19508, when “a man could carry about in a handbag an amount of
latent [nuclear] energy sufficient to wreck half a city’, no collective regula-
tion controlled nuclear arms and nuclear waste. The politics of representative
democracy precluded regulation. But when in The World Set Free ‘the last war’
realises an ultimate destruction, new ideas about the body politic emerge. The
need for world order supersedes suffrage and rights. ““We’ll contrive a way for
, says one post-nuclear holocaust thinker: ““That’s
7 “Lawyers live on rights ... We've
done with that way of living.””** What is needed, besides an end to nuclear
armaments, is an international economic administration that permits no ‘eco-

>

anyone interested to joinin”
quite enough in the way of democracy.

nomic disadvantage’ to any peoples on the globe, and that facilitates a happy
diaspora of the world’s multiple cultures. An international organisation will

» H. G. Wells, The War in the Air (Thirsk, North Yorkshire: House of Stratus, 2002), pp. i, 85.
* H. G. Wells, The Last War [The World Set Free] (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
200I), pp. 61, 89.
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supervise that diaspora to counter any return to cultural or religious nation-
alisms. A similar generous hope about internationalism, one might argue, is
encapsulated in the ‘semi-elected” committee to promote global communi-
cation and transport in “With the Night Mail’. Although Kipling and Wells
are established as antithetical figures in literary history, imperialist artist and
anti-imperialist anti-artist, apparently too reactionary and too advanced for a
common platform, perhaps they are fellow-travellers on a progressive path
laid down by romance.

Unexpected conjunctions characterise the erabefore the first global war, and
during it. One last intermingling of Edwardians, Georgians and Modernists,
under the rubric of ‘Georgian poetry’, is noteworthy. Edward Marsh, Private
Secretary to Winston Churchill, co-operated with bookshop owner and poet
Harold Monro to publish a semi-annual anthology calling attention to the work
of younger writers. Georgian Poetry, in five appearances between 1912 and 1922,
featured Rupert Brooke, Walter de la Mare, D. H. Lawrence, Robert Graves,
Siegfried Sassoon and others. The anthologies seemed in later decades to be
antithetical to Modernism, but Lawrence and Graves’s place in them suggests
no neat opposition. Simultaneous with Lawrence’s appearance in Georgian
Poetry, Lawrence’s poems were published alongside Pound’s and Ford’s in
showrcases for Imagism, a precursor to Vorticism. And Lawrence the Georgian,
like Pound the Vorticist, was inspired by Hardy, to whom Marsh dedicated
Georgian Poetry 1918-1919.

The technical experiments and the passions of Edwardian-Georgian Mod-
ernism saturate Brooke’s and Lawrence’s careers. Brooke epitomises Edwar-
dian progressivism, and avidly mimes its literary avant-gardism. A Fabian at
Cambridge, Brooke starred in undergraduate theatricals, perhaps inspired by
Granville Barker’s celebrity. Brooke’s experimental practice of verse includes
hisrevival, asin his Georgian Anthology poem ‘Heaven,” ofa seventeenth-century
metaphysical style that became a hallmark of Modernist taste. His letters ex-
press love of Hardy; a wish for companionship with Yeats; and identifications
with Forster’s characters, with Bennett’s Clayhanger, with ‘a minor character
in a Kipling story,” with Conrad’s characters and with Robert Louis Stevenson.
‘Romance! Romance!” he exclaims en route to Samoa in 1913.%

Lawrence seems less ‘literary’ than Brooke; yet Lawrence’s passions and
judgements derive from Edwardian literary radicalism. Two of Lawrence’s
poems in Georgian Poetry 1913-1915 become segments of Look! We Have Come
Through! (1917), a volume that echoes (often in Imagist style) anti-marital,

* Edward Marsh, Rupert Brooke (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1922), p. 106.
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amoral, and anti-nationalist stances of Galsworthy, Forster, Shaw and Wells.
And Georgian—-Modernist Lawrence furthers Edwardian technicist innovation
by subordinating forms of art to what he considered vital passions. His novelty
isfree verse, which in letters to Marsh Lawrence defends on the ground that life
never can be crystallised into regular measures. However, although Lawrence’s
lyric immediacy expresses antagonism to art’s autonomy, Look! We Have Come
Through! evokes mythological or romance realms wherein Lawrence’s real-life
passions are impersonally transmuted.

The mythological and romance elements one finds in Lawrence pervade the
Georgian anthologies. Marsh, perhaps influenced by Yeats and Pound, selects
work which emphasises England as a mythical place or romance landscape.
That vague, fairy-tale or romance England in the anthologies adheres to one of
Brooke’s impulses: on his way to war he said he wanted to write a long poem
‘about the existence — and non-locality — of England’, an abstract, timeless
idea of a nation, rather than a real one.*® Graves’s ‘Rocky Acres’ in the 1918-19
volume executes Brooke’s idea. And when realism arrives in the anthologies —
in Graves’s and Sassoon’s war poetry — their subject-matter is subordinated to
an impersonalising formal decorum. Graves’s Fairies and Fusiliers (1917), from
which Marsh reprints poems, juxtaposes realism about misery at the front
with poems that refer contemporary war to distant archetypes; and Graves
supplements that juxtaposition with lyrics (often in antiquated verse forms)
about ‘fairy” matters. Refusing to give the front pride of place, or to emphasise
novelty or contemporaneity, Graves practises a poet’s autonomous sovereignty
in his choice of objects and techniques.

But the Edwardian common platform’s dedication to progress is missing
in Marsh and Graves. Graves and Laura Riding’s A Survey of Modernist Poetry
explains that absence. A Survey celebrates Modernism’s technical experiments
and impersonality, but it rejects the programmatic or platform aspects of Mod-
ernism, both political and aesthetic. Even the Georgian anthologies, Graves
and Riding say, had a programme: “Their[the Georgians’] voice should avoid all
formally religious, philosophic orimproving thingsin reaction to Victorianism;
and all sad, wicked café-table themes in reaction to the 'nineties. It was to be
English yetnot . . . imperialistic; pantheistic rather than atheistic; and as simple
as a child’s reading book.” That programme did not succeed: Georgian poetry
came rather to ‘be praised for what it was not than for what it was’. What
it was tied it to its time, as well as to its programme. But neither program-
matic ties, nor poets who ‘write as a period’, Graves and Riding explain, can

26 Ibid., p. 175.
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produce genuine poetry, or genuine Modernists. A poet who believes ‘in one
way of writing poetry as against another [has] the attitude of a quack rather
than a scientist towards [his] art’; and for a poet to write in the service of
a programme or platform, no matter how civilised, is for a poet to gainsay
originality. “The Modernist poet’” — the one who will keep Modernism alive —
‘assumes that his readers owe no trite emotional allegiance to any religious or
social or national institution, even that they have emerged from the combative
stages of mere “doubt” or “naughtiness” . .. [Poetry] is a broader intellectual
exercise than before’. It is also a less passionate exercise than before, because
it enacts a habitual cynicism about both gloomy and happy possibilities of life.
It accompanies that cynicism with self-mockery and ‘formal clownishness’.”
Modernism in Graves and Riding sounds already like Postmodernism.

It is no longer necessary to repudiate aspects of Edwardian or Georgian
Modernism as decidedly as Graves and Riding did. It even might be important
to recover our ties to an era when progressive collective politics, realist and
romance modes of writing, formal innovation and unruly passions shared,
however uneasily, a liberating agenda. The Edwardian-Georgian-Modernist
effort in which Graves participated establishes precisely the assumption, vital
to Modernism or Postmodernism, and equally vital to radical platforms, that
readers ‘owe no trite emotional allegiance to any religious or social or national
institution’. Literary art’s ecstatic heightening of thought, its liberation of pas-
sion and its blurring of oppositions between realism and romance contributed
to making that assumption a matter of common agreement.

¥ Robert Graves and Laura Riding, A Survey of Modernist Poetry (London: Heinemann,
1929), pp. 119, 155, 117, 199, 229.
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The avant-garde, bohemia and
mainstream culture

TYRUS MILLER

Between the artistic avant-garde and that cultural stratum called, since the
1840s, ‘bohemia’, there is a historical relationship that is almost self-evident
yetdifficult precisely to characterise. Both avant-garde and bohemia depend on
a stance of separation from the putative mainstream of culture, a conservative,
moralising, middle-brow taste of the ‘bourgeois’, the “philistine’, or ‘manin the
street’. Both seek programmatically to break down barriers between art and
life and to fuse them in a integral aestheticisation of everyday life; this, in turn,
should invest art with greater existential intensity than in its traditional forms.
Both are marked by ambiguous ties to popular culture and more generally
to the commercial market in cultural goods; they appear alternately to repel
and invite success in the monetary terms of capitalist societies. Indeed, both
appear to have their origins in a particular historical matrix: the broad social
front of progressive, oppositional elements of the middle-classes in France up
to the 1848 uprisings. This social milieu had aspects of both a political and
cultural vanguard, and only later, in the course of the reaction that followed
the suppression of the mid-century revolutions, would the avant-garde artist
proper precipitate out as a distinct social identity. It is a commonplace of
cultural history, and by no means a merely banal one, that the avant-garde and
bohemia occupy overlapping cultural spaces and exhibit parallel gestures; that
the avant-garde, indeed, emerges in some way within the milieu of bohemia
and lends the figure of the bohemian a new, reinvigorating stamp.
Nevertheless, when one seeks to determine more closely the nature of this
oft-remarked affinity, the evidence becomes contradictory and confusing. The
avant-garde has used its relation to bohemia to define its own identity, and
that use involves both identification with bohemia and distinction from it. In
general, it has proved difficult to grasp the avant-garde’s simultaneous socio-
cultural dependency on the existence of a bohemian milieu and its regular
impulse to differentiate itself from that milieu in the name of an authentic,
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serious, innovative and truly revolutionary artistry. Accordingly, from Gustave
Flaubert’s ironic characterisations of the bohemian milieu in A Sentimental
Education to Karl Kraus’s parodies of Vienna’s café literati in Demolished Lit-
erature, to the parodies of the ‘bourgeois bohemia’” of modern times in Ezra
Pound’s Hugh Selwyn Mauberley and Wyndham Lewis’s Tarr and The Apes of
God, to Gilbert Sorrentino’s Postmodernist satire of the New York bohemia of
the 1960s in Imaginative Qualities of Actual Things, the literary avant-garde has
soughtto prise itselffree from itsbohemian shadow, while the avant-garde artist
nonetheless exploits as artistic material his intimate, first-hand knowledge of
bohemian life. Literary and art historical studies of the English avant-garde
movements have, accordingly, linked them to the broader bohemian social
and cultural milieu, both as a native presence in London and as an exotic
import from Paris. William Wees’s ably researched study Vorticism and the
English Avant-Garde dedicates its early chapters to reconstructing the broader
bohemian milieu from the turn of the century on and documents in detail
the network of cafés, salons, studios and clubs that germinated and supported
avant-garde groups. Wees, moreover, is sensitive to the connections between
the artistic coteries of the 1890s, the pre-World War I bohemia of London, and
the avant-garde tendencies that had a brief flourishing from about 1910 to
1018. These included the Omega Workshops directed by Roger Fry; the
Camden Town group meetings led by Walter Sickert; Ezra Pound’s Imag-
ist evenings; the gatherings at Ford Madox Ford’s and Violet Hunt’s ‘South
Lodge’ villa in Kensington; Ethel Kibblewhite’s Soho salon, dominated by
T. E. Hulme; Hulme’s Tuesday evening lectures and discussions; Stuart Gray’s
socialist-leaning Ormand Terrace parties; favourite artist restaurants and cafés
such as the Sceptre, Bellotti’s, the Eiffel Tower, the Dieudonné, the Florence,
the Dieppe, the Vienna and various other cafés and teashops; the Rebel Art Cen-
tre, headquarters of the secession from the Omega Workshops that Wyndham
Lewis had orchestrated; the Poetry Book Shop of Harold Monro; and the Cave
of the Golden Calf nightclub, filled with works of Modernist artists and run
by Madame Frida Uhl Strindberg, August Strindberg’s second wife.! Drawing
a direct link between the modern artists of London and an earlier Parisian
bohemia, Ford Madox Ford referred to the group of rebel artists and writers
that assembled at his house as les jeunes, alluding to Théophile Gautier’s 1833
collection of parodic stories about the extravagances of the young romantics

' William C. Wees, Vorticism and the English Avant-Garde (University of Toronto Press, 1972),
Pp. 41-52.
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of Paris, Les Jeunes-France, a witty riposte to more earnest journalistic attacks
on this proto-bohemian milieu.”

Wees also insightfully notes the complex relations of mimicry and rivalry to-
wards ‘mainstream’ commercial culture in the publicity strategies of the rebel
artists, which culminated in the loud typography and boisterous rhetoric of the
first issue of the Vorticists’ journal Blast. He suggests that the main dynamics
of the avant-garde movements internalised, reworked, and confrontationally
exaggerated the ways these movements were (usually hostilely) presented in
journalism. In turn, however, they were, in his view, drawn into the same tem-
porality of fashion and obsolescence of all commercialised culture. This dialec-
tic that Wees describes is thus characterised by a paradoxical rupture between
avant-garde and journalism and, at the same time, the avant-garde’s internal-
isation of the main features of journalistic culture: its sensational rhetoric, its
emphasis on public impact and effect, its ephemerality and need for continual
renewal.?

Since the appearance of Wees’s book in the early 1970s, scholars have de-
voted considerable theoretical and historical attention to the topics of the
avant-garde and of bohemia, as well as to the relationship of these opposi-
tional cultures to mainstream academic and popular cultures. Drawing on
earlier work by theorists such as Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno and Guy
Debord, more recent Marxist critics such as Peter Biirger, Fredric Jameson, T. J.
Clark, Andreas Huyssen and Thomas Crow have similarly stressed the strong
interdependencies of ‘high’ and low’ cultures, avant-garde and popular cul-
tures, though with a new twist. These critics have tended to see in Modernist
and avant-garde art an ideologically distorted reflection of that interdepen-
dency. The dynamism and innovative energy of the avant-garde, they claim,
feeds off of its resistance to a commercialised, popular, ‘mainstream’ culture.
Yet in their view, this very process of differentiation, by which the avant-garde
defines itself, also obscures its roots in the same underlying social and political
forces that define the mainstream, the political, economic and cultural evolu-
tion of bourgeois society. With specific reference to the English avant-garde,
art historian David Peters Corbett concurs with this general theoretical con-
clusion and argues that the radical Modernism that seemed to take hold in
English art in the years 1914-18 proved a chimera. Even as radical and critically
self-conscious an artist, critic and writer as Wyndham Lewis was, in Corbett’s

* Ibid., p. 44; Mary Gluck, “Theorizing the Cultural Roots of the Bohemian Artist’,
Modernism/Modernity, 7, 3 (2000), pp. 366-8.
3 Wees, Vorticism, p. 40.
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view, ideologically blindsided by his temporary success as the inspirer and
impresario of Blast.*

Bohemia, as a cultural concept, its ideological and social function in society
as a whole, has been subject to a similar critical re-examination. Beginning
with César Grafia’s 1964 study Bohemian Versus Bourgeois and continuing in
more recent work such as T. J. Clark’s study of Courbet, The Image of the
People, Jerrold Seigel’'s Bohemian Paris, Marilyn R. Brown’s Gypsies and Other
Bohemians, and Mary Gluck’s “Theorizing the Cultural Roots of the Bohemian
Artist’, scholars have attempted to account for the social roots and function
of the bohemian milieu in nineteenth-century French society. Clark’s position
has been especially influential, and it bears some kinship to a criticism of bo-
hemianism generated from within the avant-garde, that of the later Wyndham
Lewis.

In defining bohemia, Clark argues, one must take care to distinguish the
mythology of ‘la vie de Boheéme’, elaborated by Henri Murger, Puccini and
countless others, and its material reality in the urban life of mid-nineteenth-
century Paris. Clark situates this authentic bohemia not among bourgeois
students of the Latin quarter, but rather among the déclassés composed of in-
digent, unemployed, often criminal elements who could not be assimilated by
the capitalist production system or else had already fallen victim to it. This was
a seething, rebellious mob that had a key point of affinity with the intellectuals:
their lack of clear social identity, hence lack of definite political representation,
within the bourgeois class system. Yet, Clark argues, bohemia was not only a
“social situation’, it was a chosen ‘life-style’, a stylisation of social uselessness in
terms of the values of bourgeois society: It meant a dogged refusal to abandon
the aims of Romanticism, a manic and self-destructive individualism, a “cult
of multiple sensation”.” The bohemian took up as elements of his lifestyle
the values of the once-radical bourgeoisie — especially the value of individual
freedom — and turned them, like a utopian mirror, on the actual bourgeois
who had betrayed the revolutionary past.

Two things are notable in Clark’s account. First is that, parenthetically,
he suggests that ‘the British variants’ of bohemia were failures, presumably
because British society lacked a powerful revolutionary past from which to
draw critical ammunition against the bourgeoisie of the present. Puttingitina
formula, we mightsay thatif Clark identifies bohemia with a socially dangerous

4 David Peter Corbett, The Modernity of English Art, 1914—30 (Manchester University Press,

1997), P. 25.
> T.]. Clark, Image of the People: Gustave Courbet and the 1848 Revolution (Princeton University

Press, 1973, 1982), p. 24.
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mobilisation of style in mid-nineteenth-century Paris, in the British variant he
sees predominantly style and little danger. Second is that Clark dividesbohemia
in two: a true bohemia, aligned with the dangerous classes and thoroughly
withdrawn from bourgeois society; and the false or corrupt bohemia that only
wanted to play in the margins for a while, perhaps to return to conventional
bourgeois life enriched by elements of style learned in the cultural hothouse
of bohemian life. Yet this latter ‘false’ bohemia is not merely a negative fact
for Clark, but rather a key index of how ‘popular culture’ worked to integrate
the new professional classes that rose to prominence in the latter part of the
nineteenth century. The sentimentalised involvement of the bourgeoisie in
bohemia, mediated through novels, theatre and opera, he implies, is a special
instance of a more general process wherein class identities get articulated
through culture. In his celebrated study The Painting of Modern Life, Clark
stages this argument not through a nineteenth-century Parisian example, but,
significantly, through T. S. Eliot’s 1923 ‘London Letter’, a memorial tribute to
the dance-hall comedian and singer Marie Lloyd.®

At first glance, the subject-matter of Eliot’s essay seems a rather unlikely
publication by the poet of The Waste Land, written, indeed, in the same annus
mirabilis as that poem appeared. Yet the particular argument of ‘Marie Lloyd’
belies this initial improbability. Eliot presents Lloyd as having ‘represented
and expressed that part of the English nation which has perhaps the great-
est vitality and interest’, namely, the working class.” Eliot briefly alludes to
Lloyd’s precise acting style and contrasts her to other, more broadly parodic
performers such as Nellie Wallace and Little Tich. Yet, as he himself admits,
his comments are more ‘moral’ than ‘artistic’; they are no less than a set of
reflections on the potential for culture to express and represent a social class
as a distinct moral community. If Marie Lloyd therefore is unique — and Eliot
at the very outset expresses his surprise in discovering how unique a figure
she was — it is not first and foremost because of her artistic talent. It is rather
because the middle class and the aristocracy, the other two social groups that
might articulate a distinct morality and give rise to a representative artistic
figure like Lloyd to express it, have become corrupted. The middle class, he
argues, depends for its moral values on the aristocracy, which it mimics poorly.
The aristocracy, for its part, is increasingly absorbed into the middle class and
is becoming indistinguishable from it, not just in economic, but also in cultural

6 T.]. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (Princeton
University Press, 1084), pp. 216 ff.
7 T. S. Eliot, ‘Marie Lloyd’, in Selected Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1932), p. 405.
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and moral terms. Even the lower classes are threatened. The cinema, the revue
and the technological life-form represented by the motorcar, radio and gramo-
phone will, Eliot suggests, not only lower the level of culture. More consequen-
tially, it will abolish the final residues of distinct class cultures and moralities,
a distinction that only persisted in the spontaneous aspirations of the working
class to consciously be working-class and not some less well-heeled version
of a middle-class, consumer culture. Eliot’s conclusion is apocalyptic, and
very much in tune with the imagery of infertility and extinction that charac-
terise The Waste Land. Citing the psychologist W. H. R. Rivers, from an essay
about the depopulation of Melanesia of its native peoples, Eliot postulates that
under the influence of an imported and alien Western ‘civilization’ the popu-
lation of ‘that unfortunate archipelago’ lost interest in life and starting dying
out ‘from pure boredom’. No less a fate may await the last ‘primitive’ natives
of the British Isles, the lower-class audience of Marie Lloyd’s performances,
along with their declining superiors.®

Clark moves back into the nineteenth-century French correlates of Eliot’s
argument in order to understand how a sentimentalised image of the popular,
of which the pseudo-bohemian was another representative, served to solidify
the still uncertain identity of an emergent class, the lower professional class
of clerks, functionaries, petty bureaucrats: that anonymous, but increasingly
numerous class of typists and young men carbuncular, we might, with Eliot,
say. Clark, however, turns Eliot on his head. The middle classes’ putative identi-
fication with popular culture, an identification that Eliot himselfis performing
with self-conscious ideological ends, is precursor to and path-breaker for that
generalised culture industry that Eliot laments. Similarly, the creators of the
sentimental myth of bohemia, from Henri Murger on, offer the middle classes
a consumable set of stylistic signs of social distinction in place of the genuine
risk of true bohemian existence.

Eliot, however, was clearly not one of Clark’s petty employees, but rather,
for all his occasional masquerade as a humble bank clerk, a Harvard-educated
man of letters from a wealthy family, with an impressive philosophical and
literary culture and, by 1923, an estimable if small corpus of published works.
Nor, despite his occasional forays, could he really be said to be an expert in
popular culture in the way that his French contemporary Blaise Cendrars or
a present-day writer such as Salman Rushdie genuinely could. It is true that
Eliot uses popular culture in this instance to define a particular social role

8 Ibid., p. 408.
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for the intellectual, but it is less to hold out the prospect of social integration
than to win ironic distance from the present and its forms of life. Eliot’s
approach is only in its premise a positive appreciation of the form of popular
culture represented and expressed by Lloyd; its real energies are negative,
setting in perspective and attacking that form of culture which Lloyd did not
represent: the post-war culture industry. Rhetorically, Eliot sets the reigning
disarray of cultural value in relief, contrasting the morally noble low culture of
Lloyd with the morally base culture that has been embraced by the middle and
upper classes. Moreover, insofar as Eliot does positively identify with Lloyd as
an artist, he invests her with a very partial set of traits, making her represent
a kind of Modernist ethos in nuce, despite her particular social location. Her
work, he argues, sublimates popular life to a ‘kind of art’, ‘expressing the soul
of the people’.” She manifests perfection in her acting style, while to the end
rejecting the ‘money-making’ temptation of cinema. Like an imagist poet or
a Flaubertian searcher for the mot juste, she never stoops to the grotesque,
but relies on ‘selection and concentration’.’® With the careful observation of
a skilled realist novelist, she knows exactly what a middle-aged charwoman
would have in her handbag and finds a perfect tone in which to enumerate its
contents to her audience.

Eliot’s rhetorically complex placement of the Modernist intellectual in this
occasional essay suggests a structure that might be extended more generally
to the avant-garde’s relation to the bohemian milieu. Bohemia functioned
for the avant-garde as a source of style by which it might signal its rejec-
tion of middle-class society and its values. Undoubtedly, for instance, the
major figures of the avant-garde were bohemians in performing this rejec-
tion, as Mary Gluck argues, ‘through gestures, clothes, lifestyle, and interior
decoration . . . by dressing up in outrageous costumes’."" We can see this con-
cern with external presentation in Ezra Pound’s response in 1915 to James
Joyce’s request for a photograph of his correspondent, whom he had not yet
met in person. Pound writes:

I solemnly swear that I will someday send you a photograph, at present I am
torn between conflicting claims. I have an excessively youthful and deceptive
photograph (very rare edition). I have several copies of a photo of a portrait of
me, painted by an amiable jew who substituted a good deal of his own face for
the gentile parts of my own. I have the seductive and sinister photograph by

° Ibid., p. 406. ° Tbid.
" Gluck, “Theorizing the Cultural Roots of the Bohemian Artist’, p. 356.
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Coburn which I expect to have photograved in order to sell my next book of
bad poems. Itis like a cinque, or quattrocento painting . . . Dante . . . mentions
asimilar predicamentabout presenting one’s selfata distance. Itismyface . . . I
enclose, my face as immortalized by vorticist sculpture, which I enclose, this
bust is monumental, but it will be no use to the police, it is hieratic, phallic,
even, if you will consider the profiles not shown in the photograph. No, I will
either, get a new photo, or send you the photogravure in good time.™
(35)

Pound refers here to Coburn’s fractured cubist photograph of the poet and to
Gaudier-Brzeska’s Vorticist sculpture of him, for a time set up in the garden of
Ford’s villa and later transported to Rapallo by Pound. Symptomatically, the
bohemian problem of oppositional self-stylisation and the avant-garde forms
of artistic abstraction converge in Pound’s jovial remarks. But he instinctively
identifies the common ground between the two: the “predicament about pre-
senting one’s self at a distance’. Pound intuits that the resources of ironic,
critical distance learned amid bohemia can be turned to good professional use
by the ‘serious artist’ (as he would call one of his essays of 1913). In both cases,
the expressions of the genuinely individual self, those emotions, passions,
angers and loves that exceed middle-class moral norms, are to be ‘presented
at a distance”: controlled through the discipline of style and transformed into
the material of art.

Nevertheless, the potential affinity and identification between bohemian
and artist also creates the possibility of a dangerous confusion and rivalry. In
England, the need to differentiate artist and bohemian was made even more
urgent by the association of the bohemian figure with France and with the
specifically Francophile and feminised aspect of the English Aestheticist and
Symbolistliterature and above all, with the popularimage of an effete, frivolous
Oscar Wilde. Aspirants of the avant-garde, as I have already suggested, also
saw it necessary to draw a clear line between themselves, as the virile repre-
sentatives of true art, and those who were merely playing at being artists in
order to enjoy the bohemian lifestyle, often with implications of sexual am-
biguity or homosexuality. The cutting-edge of this division was a vehement
assertion of professional ethos, rigour of style and form, serious dedication to
craft, knowledge of tradition, ostentatious erudition and disenchanted hard
work. It could even take the form of an avant-garde, counter-bohemian self-
stylisation, an exaggerated code of belonging to an efficient, hard-working,

> Forrest Read, ed., Pound/Joyce: The Letters of Ezra Pound to James Joyce (New York: New
Directions, 1967), p. 35.
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sober, technically knowledgeable professional class. As Wees reports, In reac-
tion against the Romantic capes and sombreros, a few artists, like the Italian
Futurists on their periodic invasions of England, dressed in dark business suits —
a mode Wyndham Lewis adopted in 1914, and tried to impose on the artists
regularly in attendance at the Rebel Art Center.”? One can understand T. S.
Eliot’s deliberately wan countenance and understated bank clerk’s elegance
as a similar performative gesture of adherence to non-bohemian norms. Even
the normally foppish and extravagant Pound — notorious for his beards, his
exaggerated American drawl, his excitability, his earrings and his macaronic
sense of evening wear — could play at this game of adopted conventionality, at
least formally, as when he suggested that he and Eliot should don the mantle
of tradition and return to the discipline of the rhymed quatrain to counter
the corruptions of bad imagist vers libre. In fact, in his book Gaudier-Brzeska,
Pound would explicitly state that the old, nineteenth-century social division
of bourgeois and bohemian had been replaced by a new professional division:
“We have our segregation amid the men who invent and create, whether it
be a discovery of unknown rivers, a solution of engineering, a composition in
form, or what you will. / These men stand on one side, and the amorphous
and petrified and the copying, stand on the other.”™* The most essential cleav-
age, then, gathers together serious professionals such as the scientist, engineer
and serious artist, setting them against the drone-like worker, the conserva-
tive philistine and the would-be artist content to imitate in order to adopt the
artist’s lifestyle’.

Wyndham Lewis, as the most emphatically avant-gardist of the English
writers and artists, was also the most programmatic in his satirical attacks
on the confusion of bohemia with art. His early literary sketches and sto-
ries, the gallery of grotesquery collected in The Wild Body, came out of his
experience as an Augustus John-like wanderer in Brittany, an enthusiast of
turn-of-the-century British artistic ‘gypsies’ in search of cheap accommoda-
tion, picturesque landscapes and primitive rustic types. His first novel Tarr,
begun before the outbreak of war and published in 1918, is an even more direct
confrontation with the classical bohemia of Paris, though with English and
German characters at its centre. In Lewis’s bohemian Paris:

Art is the smell of oil paint, Henri Murger’s “Vie de Bohéme,” corduroy
trousers, the operatic Italian model. But the poetry, above all, oflinseed oil and

 Wees, Vorticism, p. 38.
4 Ezra Pound, Gaudier-Brzeska: A Memoir (New York: New Directions, 1970), p. 122.
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turpentine. The Knackfus Quarter is given up to Art. == Letters and other
things are round the corner. == Its rent is half paid by America. Germany
occupies a sensible apartment on the second floor.” (21)

At the outset of his novel, thus, Lewis established a contiguity of the English
art scene of his own present day, represented by the Lewis-like eponymous
artist-hero Tarr, and the now-decadent historical roots of Parisian bohemia in
the mid-century fusion of criminal underworld, political radicalism, impover-
ished intellectuals, immigrants and aspiring artists. In 1920, reviewing Lewis’s
writing, Ezra Pound discarded even the veil of its fictional setting and read the
novel as a direct satire of London’s bohemian milieu. Pound claims that though
the scene is ‘nominally, in Paris’, it does not matter whether we take it to be
Paris or London. He goes on to say that Lewis’s four main characters move

lit by the fare of restaurants and cafés, against the frowsy background of
‘Bourgeois Bohemia’, more or less Bloomsbury. There are probably such
Bloomsburys in Paris and in every large city.™

The value of Lewis’s book, as Pound sees, lies not in its ‘style’, but rather in the
very vigour with which it performs its work of differentiating the genuine and
the fake artist, of setting apart the serious labour of art from mere bohemian
horseplay. ‘Itis due to the fact that we have a highly-energized mind performing
a huge act of scavenging’, Pound writes, ‘cleaning up a great lot of rubbish,
cultural, Bohemian, romantico-Tennysonish, arty, societish, gutterish.””” This
satirical break with bohemia sufficed, it seems, to justify Lewis’s book as a
serious work of art, despite those technical flaws Pound notes in contrast to
Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, ‘a triumph of actual writing’.™®

In Time and Western Man (1927), Lewis retrospectively took stock of the avant-
garde and its cultural environment, from the perspective of over ten years’
distance from the heady events leading up to the publication of Blast in 1914-15.
He filled the first part of this lengthy treatise with attacks on former comrades-
in-arms such as Pound (A Man In Love with the Past’) and Joyce (An Analysis
of the Mind of James Joyce’), other Modernist writers ("The Prose-Song of
Gertrude Stein’), fashionable popular writers such as Anita Loos, author of

® Wyndham Lewis, Tarr: The 1918 Version, ed. Paul O’Keefe (Santa Rosa, California: Black
Sparrow Press, 1990), p. 2I.

6 Ezra Pound, ‘Wyndham Lewis’, in T. S. Eliot, ed., Literary Essays of Ezra Pound (London:
Faber & Faber, 1954), p. 428.

7 1bid., p. 429. 8 Ibid., p. 425.
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Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, and the silent-film clown Charlie Chaplin. Together,
Lewis argued, these figures, however different their talents and specific work,
allrepresented examples of a Modernism that focused on subjective feeling and
lived time, breaking down individuality into a flux of uncertain experiences and
sensations. He also saw in this tendency a correlative softening of masculinity,
a convergence of bodily image upon a soft, androgynous ideal.

Notable in this regard, however, is another chapter included in this opening
part of Lewis’s treatise: “The Russian Ballet the Most Perfect Expression of
the High-Bohemia’. Lewis saw in Sergei Diaghilev, the producer of the Ballets
Russes, the very type of the pseudo-revolutionary exploiter of the arts. Promis-
ing the risk and danger of truly innovative art, Diaghilev carefully concocted
a mixture of mythicising and fashionable elements in a blend calculated to at-
tract the upper classes. Lewis argues that the early Russian ballet was ‘merely
archaeological and romantic’, the recent work (of the 1920s) cunningly modish:

All the earlier Russian Ballets consist of reconstructions of the Past and espe-
cially of barbaric times, principally Russian or Asiatic. The Ballet, thus, to start
with, was a Scott novel, or a Tarzan of the Apes, in a sensuous, spectacular,
choreographic form. It had nothing whatever to do with any artistic exper-
iment specifically of the present period. And as to Diagileff’s more recent
troupes, they reflect, as I have said, that phase of feminism expressed in the
gilded Bohemia of the great capitals by the epicene fashion.”

Moreover, Lewis links the effeminacy and regressiveness of the Ballet directly
to Francophile English artists of the 1890s, against which the avant-garde had di-
rected some of its noisiest rhetoric. In the title manifesto Blast, “THE BRITANNIC
AESTHETE / Cream of the snobbish earth” had been blasted ‘with expletive of
whirlwind,” and shortly after that, the whole period between 1837 and 1900 was
blasted.*® In Time and Western Man, Lewis associates the Russian Ballet, the
High-Bohemia (an imitative and nostalgic, but well-heeled one) and nineties
Decadence: “The Russian Ballet is the Nineties of Oscar Wilde and Beards-
ley staged for the High-Bohemia, evolved by the constellations of wars and
revolutions of the past ten years.”” Moreover, Lewis’s analysis was not even
a new one among the avant-gardists in his circle. At the time of the original
Ballet Russe performances in Britain, Diaghilev had been careful not to alienate
more conservative British tastes and, for example, he excluded the ballets of

¥ Wyndham Lewis, Time and Western Man, ed. Paul Edwards (Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow
Press, 1993), p. 33.

?° Wyndham Lewis, ed., Blast 1 (Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow Press, 1992), pp. 15, 18.

* Lewis, Time and Western Man, p. 33.
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Stravinsky from the programme at their British debut in 1911.>* For their part,
the avant-garde had been relatively diffident and only the Bloomsbury circle
had shown great enthusiasm. Ezra Pound made fun of the fanfare around the
Russian Ballet in his poem ‘Les Millwin’ (published in Poetry, November 1913),
which parallels the bland incomprehension of the wealthy Millwin family to
the enthusiasm of “The turbulent and undisciplined host of art students— / The
rigorous deputation from ‘Slade’ [the art school]: “With arms exalted, with
fore-arms / Crossed in great futuristic X’s, the art students / Exulted, they
beheld the splendours of Cleopatra.”

By any standards, Pound’s poem is a slight one. Yet the symptomatic value
of its satiric juxtapositions, its ‘ideogrammic’ concatenation of cultural facts
‘worthy of record’, should not be overlooked. The poem refers to the ori-
entalist exoticism of Michel Fokine’s ballet Cléopdtre, which had taken Paris
by storm in 1909. This success made Diaghilev decide emphatically to follow
the exoticist strain of the Ballets Russes at the expense of its neo-Romantic
repertoire. In a description of the Paris performance, the Comtesse Anna de
Noailles captures something of the lush, symbolistic orientalism of the ballet:
‘Everything that could dazzle, intoxicate, seduce, arrest seemed to have been
dredged up and brought to the stage to luxuriate there . . . [T]he kings of India
and China, . . . appeared in the enormous luxury of palm trees spreading their
greenery against indigo skies. Their costumes . . . [were] gold with heavy em-
broideries.”™ Notably, however, the rhetoric of the Comtesse’s description is
not so different from that of another ‘dance’ poem that Pound had published
in Poetry eight months earlier than ‘Les Millwin’, the Swinburnian exercise en-
titled ‘Dance Figure™: ‘Gilt turquoise and silver are in the place of thy rest. / A
brown robe, with threads of gold woven in patterns, hast thou gathered about
thee / O Nathat-Ikanaie, “Tree-at-the-river”.”” One might see this poem as
Pound’s attempt to move towards an abstraction of subject-matter in a self-
reflexive focusing of the poem upon its own metrical patterning: “There is
none like thee among the dancers; / None with swift feet’ (91). The vehicle
of this metrical abstraction, however, the exotic revelling in Egyptian splen-
dour, the lush sounds and colours, the ostentatious ‘oriental” sensuality makes
this poem very much an artefact of the same modish cultural milieu as that
which would greet Cléopdtre with enthusiasm. Though initially pleased with

22

S. I. Grigoriev, The Diaghilev Ballet, 1909—1929 (London: Penguin, 1960), p. 67.

* Bzra Pound, ‘Les Millwin’, in Ezra Pound, Personae: Collected Shorter Poems (New York:
New Directions, 1971), p. 93.

*4 Comtesse Anna de Noailles, quoted in Lynn Garafola, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes (Oxford

University Press, 1989), p. 46.

» Pound, ‘Dance Figure’, in Personae, p. o1.
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the poem, Pound would ultimately reject in ‘Dance Figure” all but its rhythm,
its metrical experiment shorn of its uncomfortable similarity to the exotica
of the Ballets Russes. Pound still awaited new ways of appropriating the per-
formative energies of the dance for poetry, only finding them later in the
static/dynamic tensions of Vorticist art and in the Noh dramas as a model for
an extensive, yet allusive poetic form.

Cléopdtre came to London first in June 1911. During the début years of the
Ballets Russes in England, it was very much a high-society affair, a setting for
upper-class display.* Yet the taste of this fashionable milieu was still more con-
servative than its Parisian counterpart, particularly with respect to the more
racy, sexual side of performances. As Diaghilev’s régisseur S. L. Grigoriev notes
in his memoir, unlike in Paris, ‘It became clear indeed during this season that
the London public preferred our romantic ballets to such works as Cléopdtre and
Schéhérazade.”” This combination of ruling-class fashion and conservatism, of
social power and aesthetic inexpertise, forms the background to Pound’s satir-
ical verse ‘Les Millwin’. The ‘mauve and greenish souls’ of the Millwins, Pound
writes, lie “along the upper seats’. Their souls are thus only fashionable clothes,
donned and shed according to the occasion; yet at the same time, they are pale
and lacking in passion by comparison to either the enthusiastic bohemian art
students in the audience or to the bespangled, sensual performers. While the
Millwins are putting themselves on display to fashionable society, the art stu-
dents below are as much a part of the exotic spectacle as the Russian dancers.
In fact, with the word ‘host” to describe them and the implication of a mass
ornament in the figure of the ‘great futuristic X’ they collectively describe,
Pound hints that the bohemian audience is enslaved to the spectacle of the
ballet like the Egyptian slaves that serve Cleopatra and Caesar (the Futurists
being the new conquerors of the UK coming over the seas from Italy).

In an essay of 12 September 1912, Pound would make explicit that the enthusi-
asm of the bohemians for such putatively Modernistic and shocking spectacles
was, in fact, retrograde. It was not merely that Cléopdtre had already had its
moment of fashion in France a few years earlier and now came to the UK
already a little stale. Rather, Pound suggests, the bohemians’ very propensity
to enthuse about the Ballets Russes merely repeats in degraded form the re-
ception of French Symbolism by the generation of Wilde, Symons and the
young Yeats. This earlier reception, in turn, was fundamentally shaped by late
Victorian Aestheticism: “The Russian dancers present their splendid, luxurious
paganism, and everyone with a Pre-Raphaelite or Swinburnian education is

26 Garafola, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, p. 300. 7 Grigoriev, The Diaghilev Ballet, p. 67.
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in raptures.”®® Hence, Pound implies, the ‘advanced’ taste of the bohemians
is, covertly, as recrudescent as that of the scandalised bourgeois sitting in the
boxes. The improbable and merely superficial ‘francophilia” of the otherwise
conservative upper classes, marked by the ridiculous moniker ‘Les Millwin’
and their wide-eyed surprise at the exotic orgy on the stage and down in the
orchestra-pit seats, finds its exact complement of the slavish bohemian enthu-
siasm of the Slade students. Both ‘mainstream’ and ‘bohemian’ culture are
thus ironised by the avant-garde poet, who merely registers these ‘facts” with
bemused distance. Pound sees two ways forward from the degraded Symbol-
ist poetics of the Ballets Russes, two paths for the serious artist to follow in
differentiating himself from the merely fashionable postures of the bourgeois
and the slavish, but ultimately retrograde enthusiasms of the bohemian. The
first is the abandonment of Symbolism for the Vorticist aesthetic: a hardening
of the line and form, so that motion becomes captured in terse, spare, intense
geometrical patterns. Wyndham Lewis’s drawings of the Russian ballet and
Kermesse painting could be seen as a step in this direction, but Pound especially
sees Gaudier-Brzeska’s ‘Red Stone Dancer’ of 1913 as a significant exemplum of
this direction. In 1918, thus, in his preface to the Leicester Galleries memorial
exhibition of Gaudier-Brzeska (London, May—June 1918), Pound wrote of the
taut interaction between the triangle and the circle in Gaudier-Brzeska’s ‘Red
Stone Dancer’.

The triangle moves towards organism it becomes a spherical triangle (the
central life-form common to both Brzeska and Lewis). These two developed
motifs work as themes ina fugue . . . The “abstract” or mathematical bareness
of the triangle and circle are fully incarnate, made flesh, full of vitality and of
energy. The whole form-series ends, passes into stasis with the circular base
or platform.*

Gaudier-Brzeska thus shows the way to internalise performative energy as
formal tension, which entails both precision of craft and austerity of artistic id-
iom. Guaranteeing both is the commitment of the serious artist to concentrate
all his powers on the intensive perfection of the artwork itself.

The second solution that Pound offers is a more moderate one with respect
to tradition and even to the immediate Symbolist past. It represents not so
much a rejection of the Symbolist legacy, as a distilled reduction and concentra-
tion of it. In connection with W. B. Yeats and with the background of imagist

2 Pound, quoted in K. K. Ruthven, A Guide to Ezra Pound’s Personae (1926) (Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1969), p. 168.
* Pound, Gaudier-Brzeska: A Memoir, pp. 137-8.
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poetics in mind, Pound proposed the Japanese Noh drama as a model for
Modernist writing. For the plays themselves, Pound drew on the translations
and notebooks of the scholar Ernest Fenollosa (also the source of his Cathay
Chinese poems and the ‘ideogrammic’ poetics outlined in The Chinese Written
Character as a Medium for Poetry). Pound saw in the Noh drama both a technical
model and a social model for art centred on allusiveness: they reduced the nar-
rative to essential signs that suggest much vaster contents, and in turn, they
demanded an audience ‘trained to catch the allusion’*® Such training would
entail at once deep knowledge of tradition and acute sensitivity to nuance.
The Noh drama thus demands both a cultural inheritance and an aesthetic
education, which are necessarily the privilege of an elite. W. B. Yeats, in his
introduction to Pound’s published volume Certain Noble Plays of Japan (1916),
was even more explicit about this elitist and intimist aspect of the model.
Pound’s work on the Noh drama helped to nudge forward the reductive, anti-
naturalistic stage conception Yeats had already tentatively developed on the
basis of Maurice Maeterlinck’s Symbolist dramas, the critical writings of his
friend Arthur Symons, and the dramatic theories of Gordon Craig. The first
concrete result was the staging of Yeats’s Cuchulain drama At the Hawk’s Well
as a private performance in the drawing room of Lady Cunard in Cavendish
Square, London, on 2 April 1916. The production included the use of masks and
had choreography and dancing by the Japanese dancer Michio Ito. In his text for
the first performance, Yeats programmatically advocates the turn of modern
art away from the public towards a private space in which an aesthetic—social
elite can “concentrate’. This turn is an epochal necessity, Yeats argues:

We must recognize the change as the painters did when, finding no longer
palaces and churches to decorate, they made framed pictures to hang upon a
wall. Whatever we lose in mass and in power we should recover in elegance
and in subtlety. Our lyrical and our narrative poetry alike have used their
freedom and have approached nearer, as Pater said all the arts would if they
were able, to ‘the condition of music’; and if our modern poetical drama has
failed, it is mainly because, always dominated by the example of Shakespeare,
it would restore an irrevocable past.*'

With this declaration, Yeats seems to accept historical necessity and reject nos-
talgic attempts to heal the rupture of public and private that is characteristic of
modernity. Yet as other statements suggest, the private space of advanced art

3 Ezra Pound and Ernest Fenollosa, The Classic Noh Theatre of Japan (New York: New
Directions, 1959), p. 4.

3 W. B. Yeats in David. R. Clark and Rosalind E. Clark, eds., The Collected Works of W. B.
Yeats, Volume II: The Plays (New York: Scribner, 2001), p. 692.
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must also be carefully policed against the popular representatives of modernity.
To arts patron John Quinn he wrote: ‘No press, no photographs in the papers,
no crowd. I shall be happier than Sophocles. I shall be as lucky as a Japanese
dramatic poet at the Court of the Shogun.”?* In his Introduction to Pound’s
Noh volume, Yeats is even less measured in spelling out the social implications
of ‘beinglucky asaJapanese court poet’ and the class nature of the spiritual elite
projected by his plays: ‘In fact, with the help of these plays. . . I have invented
a form of drama, distinguished, indirect and symbolic, and having no need of
mob or press to pay its way — an aristocratic form.”® Here is Yeats’s aggressive
complement to Eliot’s nostalgic celebration of true working-class popular
culture: the aesthetic and moral revalidation of an aristocracy in eclipse.

In both cases, in Pound’s celebration of Gaudier-Brzeska’s skilful concen-
tration of energies in the Vorticist artefact and in Yeats’s attempt to revive
a culturally conscious aristocracy around works of poetry, there is a shared
strategy, a common attempt to retain the value of art and its makers in the face
of a crisis of value. Art must sacrifice in its extensive dimension, relinquishing
a measure of its public and communicative efficacy, in order to gain intensity
of form and intimacy of reception. This sacrificial economy is characteristic of
Modernist art in general and has been much discussed by critics and theorists.
What makes Pound’s and Yeats’s version of it notable is their situating of it
in the theatrical context, where audiences and spaces of reception are literal,
immediate, even technical facts.

It should not be implied, however, that all of Pound’s and Yeats’s avant-garde
compatriots accepted their turn towards the intimate, intensive dimension as
the appropriate space for modern art. There was a ‘third way” adumbrated
by Lewis, which, however, remained largely a road not taken. That way was
indicated by the radically confrontational idiom and format of Lewis’s expres-
sionistic drama Enemy of the Stars, as it first appeared in the début issue of Blast
in 1914. A veritable snarl sounds in the opening stage instructions:

Type of characters taken from broad faces where Europe grows arctic, intense,
human and universal.

‘Yet you and me: why not from the English metropolis?’ — Listen: it is our
honeymoon. We go abroad for the first scene of our drama. Such a strange
thing as our coming together requires a strange place for initial stages of our
intimate ceremonious acquaintance.?*

3 Yeats in The Collected Works of W. B. Yeats, Volume II, p. 871.

# Yeats, ‘Introduction to Certain Noble Plays of Japan by Pound and Fenollosa’, in Pound and
Fenollosa, The Classic Noh Theatre of Japan, p. 151.

3 ‘Wyndham Lewis, Enemy of the Stars, in Blast 1, p. 59.
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Though Lewis’s play precedes Yeats’s Noh drama essay and drawing-room
performance of At the Hawk’s Well by two years, its reference to estrangement
and intimacy seems almost to parody in advance the Irish poet’s conclusion
about the artificially intensified, private, symbolistic world of the plays for
dancers. ‘One realized anew’, Yeats wrote, ‘at every separating strangeness,
that the measure of all arts’ greatness can be but in their intimacy.”® Lewis, in
contrast, displaces the drama of modern art not to a London drawing-room,
nor to the formally intensive manifold of geometrical designs, but rather to an
aggressively primitive, violent terrain that is at once an archaic, cosmic space
and the immediate stage of the continental avant-gardes. Trapped in insular
complacency, Lewis implied, England needs to be torn from its cultural sleep,
stripped bare, and subjected to extraterritorial, nomadic violence. Significantly,
however, though Lewis’s drama seemed in 1914 to hold out the possibility
of a revolutionary avant-garde in Britain, it remained an isolated product.
Not even Lewis himself, whose cultural—political stance was greatly altered
by his experience as a World War I combatant and by his reaction to the
post-war stabilisation, was much inclined to develop this artistic programme.
That which would emerge on the continent under the banners of radical
Expressionism and Dadaism — a utopian insurrection of the arts in public —
would only flash prematurely in Britain and fade, not to reappear in any
strength until the 1960s.

¥ Yeats, ‘Introduction to Certain Noble Plays of Japan by Pound and Fenollosa’, p. 153.
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‘Our London, my London, your
London’: the Modernist moment in
the metropolis

PETER BROOKER

It has become something of a truism to observe that Modernism emerged
in tension both with the forces of modernisation and tendencies in social,
economic and political modernity. The example of London was to bear this
out, especially through the complex cultural and political sea-change of World
Warl. By 1920 Ezra Pound had given up on London and had already drafted the
Hell Cantos which took London as their subject. Ford Madox Ford retreated
after the war to the country and thence to Paris and the USA. Lewis went
underground, then shifted to the USA and Canada. Only Eliot of the canonic
men of 1914 found ways to negotiate the post-war conservatism which had
driven others from the capital. This antagonism between Modernist culture
and modern metropolitan society was an expression of relations between
the individual artist and the social mass, new regimens of work, and the
apparatuses of mass production and consumption, but it was expressed in
another way, too, by London’s relation to the cities positioned historically,
geographically and mythologically either side of it.

Paris, the ‘capital of the nineteenth century’, was in this scheme of things
a city of European sophistication and advanced artistic culture; New York,
on the other hand, was a brazen emblem of the new, the coming city of the
twentieth century, and already in the 1900s an emerging finance capital and
model of consumerism whose cultural life, at least in the eyes of its expatriate
artists, was at best embryonic. Though a different kind of metropolis from
either city, London performed a complex translation service across old and
new worlds. Its long relation with Paris had meant that the semiology of that
city had entered its own psyche and physical make-up. London was not Paris
but could not shake, nor, for many, compete with this counter-image. Such at
least was the conviction of Arthur Symons, devotee of the Café Royal and of
the Empire Music Hall and the major conduit of French Symbolist verse into
England. ‘Only Soho is Bohemia’, Symons declared, though ‘not in the literal
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sense’ for ‘Bohemia exists only in Paris.” New York, on the other hand, was
rejected or patronised. For Pound, following Henry James and James McNeill
Whistler across the Atlantic, London was the ‘intellectual capital of America’
and home of the highest art.*> Of course there were artists who resisted this
view and were ready to see the USA and pre-eminently New York as an image
of the future. In the event, the myth of both cities had to compete with the
actuality. By the 1920s, too, something had changed. European and American
cities were discovering new configurations and alliances, and Modernism in its
new transatlantic phase passed between Paris and New York, cutting London
out of the circuit.

The irresistible image for London’s Modernist years is that of the Vortex,
‘from which and through which, and into which, ideas are constantly rush-
ing’.? To put a date to it, Modernist London spun into most vibrant social and
artistic existence in 191418, only for its energies to dissipate in the aftermath
of war. The longer Modernist period in London has its well-known markers,
of course: 1910 and 1922, planted respectively by Virginia Woolf and Eliot’s
The Waste Land. The latter date marks the advent, I suggest, of a textual,
transnational Modernism when Modernist works, in a now fitful association
with actual metropolitan locations, assumed a separated status. The promise
of a London-based, cosmopolitan Modernism had evaporated.

We can find an earlier date than 1910, of course. 1908, for example, the year
Pound arrived in London from Venice and Lewis and Hulme returned respec-
tively from France and Germany. They had all met by the end of the following
year: Pound and Hulme, with others, at the Tour Eiffel Restaurant, Lewis and
Pound at the Vienna Café, and all three probably at Hulme’s Tuesday evenings
in Frith Street. Thus a pattern of social and artistic relations among a younger
generation of thinkers and artists was early established in and around Soho.
If this was not Paris, the Tour Eiffel, which was to have a long association
with London Bohemia, was run by a French restaurateur, Rudolf Stulik, and
had been decided on as a venue for the Poets” Club because it more nearly
resembled the intense café society of Verlaine and his companions.* When
Lewis and Pound met at the Vienna Café they were sorting out their artistic
destinies, as much in their adopted manners and costume as in their art. Lewis
was a latter-day dandy, an ‘idle student’, he said, who ‘bought his clothes in

' Arthur Symons, The Café Royal And Other Essays (London: Beaumont Press, 1924), p. 4.
Ezra Pound, Certain Radio Speeches, ed. William Levy (Rotterdam: Cold Turkey Press,
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3 Ezra Pound, Gaudier-Brzeska: A Memoir (New York: New Directions, 1970), p. 92.

4 E S. Flint, ‘Book of the Week’, New Age (11 February 1909), p. 327.
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Savile Row or Brook Street’.> Pound presented a piebald scholar—gypsy whose
‘transatlantic bohemianism’ had struck Douglas Goldring from the begin-
ning.® Lewis saw only a ‘cowboy songster’.” He was himself ‘morose’ though
he saw Pound’s difficulty clearly enough: that as an American and suspected
Jew he was at odds with the British Museum mandarins who were Lewis’s
companions. He assessed rightly that Pound would need a go-between such
as Ford if he were to survive in London. As editor of The English Review and as
host with Violet Hunt at teas, tennis and garden parties at South Lodge, Kens-
ington, Ford served exactly this function. Thus Pound joined London literary
society: Kensington was ‘swarRming with artistic types’; soon he knew ‘all the
Swells’; he was ‘by way of falling into the crowd that does things here’.® With
Ford he talked about poetry and learned the hard lesson of writing verse in
a direct, unadorned spoken idiom. The problem was ‘English’, the language,
and the social and moral codes which held middle-class Kensington society
together. This he encountered more directly through Olivia Shakespear, her ti-
tled friends and her daughter Dorothy whom he was to marry in 1914. Dorothy;,
commented Agnes Bedford, was “very Kensington’; she was “very English’ and
not ‘awakened’, said Hilda Doolittle.?

Pound had not come to London to join this society. Nor was it to learn from
Ford. London was ‘the place for poesy’ not Imagist poetics, and its greatest
poet in residence was the last Romantic, W. B. Yeats. In other words, London
was a literary before it was a social or physical place, a cultural rather than an
imperial capital whose new buses and underground, suffrage demonstrations,
crowded streets, office-workers and suburbs were a forgettable background.
Pound was ‘drunk with . .. Dowson’s “Cynara”"*® and aching to meet Yeats, but
his Baedeker did not take him to the Cheshire Cheese pub where the Rhymers
had met. At first his London meant the route between the British Museum and
Elkin Matthews’s bookshop in Vigo Street. Matthews provided introductions
to Ernest Rhys, Laurence Binyon, May Sinclair and so to Ford Madox Hueffer.
Hence Pound’s move in 1910 to a room in Kensington to be ‘nearer to most
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of my friends’." Olivia Shakespear introduced him to Yeats, who had rooms
in Bloomsbury. Pound attended Hulme’s evenings and meetings at the Tour
Eiffel, but never ventured further east, he said, than Cursitor Street;" that is to
say, beyond the offices of the New Age and the ABC tearooms in Chancery Lane
where contributors met once a week before moving off back into Soho for the
music hall or Café Royal. Pound therefore inhabited a delimited London. If
it contained any divisions these too were firstly literary and only secondarily
social or geographical. Thus he recalled spending his afternoons with Ford
and his evening at Yeats’s.” The two masters never dined together, he said,
and were in their ideas and example ‘in diametric opposition’: Ford was direct;
Yeats associative." The first was to prove more decisive, but if Pound learned
this from Ford it was from his conversation. Ford didn’t understand Pound’s
verse and barely followed his Philadelphian accent. Pound did not much read
novels. Nevertheless they put together the working principles of Imagism,
setting Pound on a course which would both distance him from his own earlier
verse and from the combined social decorum, literary taste and Englishness
of Edwardian Kensington.

It's unlikely that Pound bothered much with the twenty-five books Ford
had written before 1909, among them the popular Soul of London (1905). All
the same, much as in his thoughts on the virtues of good prose, Ford sets out
some of the thematics that inform Pound’s London career and those of fellow
London Modernists. Ford responds in Soul of London to two developments in
the city: the changes in population and transport, the growth of the suburbs,
commerce and an administrative class which had made London a world city,
and the discourse of statistics and factual report introduced to literally map and
monitor these changes. Ford was determined to respond to the experience
of London with the telling anecdote rather than the statistical or systemic
account. His was the discourse of the imaginative artist and storyteller who
sought out the “personal image’.” The presiding note of London is “alone-ness’,
he argues.” The impersonality of the city has fragmented both the city and
its citizens who can only know London in part and never as a whole. Identity
is splintered while the differences of ethnic peoples and of rich and poor
are rubbed down to ‘the dead level of democracy’.”” Thus Ford joins other
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commentators on the theme of the mental life of the metropolis, though, unlike
them, he pits the novelistic detail of the inner life against the levelling forces
of modernity. Typically he catches the characterful incident on the move in a
way reminiscent of Baudelaire’s passer-by, though less now as leisurely stroller
than bus or railway passenger. His sketches are perforce strung in a loose series
without a plot, since neither he nor we can pursue the narrative he glimpses.
The illuminated incident passes into a hazy blur, ironically reinforcing the
incomprehensibility of the ‘illimitable’ city*® and those same abstract processes
which had undermined its narrative and cognitive wholeness.

In effect, Ford advances the impressionist aesthetic of Whistler’s Noc-
turnes and Symons’s poems of lamp-lit Piccadilly. Symons’s own prose ac-
counts of London invoke Baudelaire and the French Symbolists, Whistler and
Whitman - figures in both Eliot’s and Pound’s literary and cultural imaginary.
That Pound came to London to learn from Yeats and not Symons, Yeats’s
friend and fellow Rhymer, is a measure of the contradictory aspects of his
own London. For it confirmed how famously out of touch Pound was, both
with the modernising metropolis and the Symbolist verse which had taken
the tones of modern urban life as its subject. Paradoxically, however, this same
aloofness was to prove him the more uncompromising international Mod-
ernist whose sights were no more set on local colour or ordinary people’s
lives than they were upon an exclusively national literature. Ford, meanwhile,
was left behind by what he started. For if Impressionism led to Imagism,
the Imagist(e) Pound sought precision not precise realism, an impersonal not
‘personal image’. Respected still by Pound, Ford was ignored by Eliot and
written off by Lewis. The youngish trio met, fittingly enough, in the Vorticist
space of the Pounds’ triangular room at Holland Place Chambers. Not only did
they know partial Londons; they were to ask the city itself to play a different
part.

Legend tells how in a Kensington teashop Pound took a blue pencil to
poems by Hilda Doolittle to declare her ‘HD Imagiste’. The place was En-
glish, its leading exponent was an American and the poems were sent to Poetry
(Chicago) asafirstinstalment on an American ‘Risorgimento’. The Frenchified
collection Des Imagistes whose contributors were mostly American followed.
Pound’s own Imagist poems in Cathay (1915) and Lustra (1916), were creative
translations from the Chinese; his most famous Imagist poem, ‘In a Station
of the Metro’, had a Parisian setting and borrowed the methods of Kandinsky:
Ford struggled to get the word ‘car’ into the poem ‘On Heaven’, hailed by

8 Ibid., p. 15.
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Pound for being ‘in the “twentieth-century fashion,”" but his own poem on a
bus is the French ‘Dans un Omnibus de Londres’. London was a pretext, there-
fore, an ideological place from which to launch an international campaign.
This set him and a notion of Modernist art against and above the local and
parochial. Thus he sidelines Joyce’s Irishness in favour of his Modernist hard-
ness.”® Some were baffled, some suspicious. Pound’s project was all of a piece,
however, insofar as a patchwork can be: a developing ceuvre which included
translations from Provencal, Anglo-Saxon, Latin, Japanese and Chinese in the
chameleon personae of the Yankee troubadour. It’s not surprising he fell foul
of the niceties of being English in Kensington.

Pound didn’tin fact read the codes of English conduct nor of literary culture
at all fluently. He ‘really must not in London wear that turn down collar, with a
black coat’, said Olivia Shakespear; ‘Dorothy must marry’ and he wouldn’t do;
people didn’t understand his American ways’.* Ford’s famous roll on the floor
at his old-fashioned verse helped him make the break both from this society
and ‘the arthritic milieu that held control of the respected British critical
circles’.* The volume Canzoni which doubled Ford up with laughter was
dedicated to Olivia and Dorothy Shakespear. In marrying Dorothy, Pound ‘had
married England’, says Donald Davie.” Rejecting ‘her book’ was tantamount,
therefore, to a divorce from her world, including the kind of artist she had taken
him to be. Pound thenceforth shifted into the Modernist phase of Imagism
and Vorticism and shifted his venues from South Lodge and Miss Ella Abbot’s
teashop in English Kensington to weekly gatherings in Belotti’s Ristorante
Italiano in cosmopolitan Soho.

In September 1908, when Pound arrived in London, Arthur Symons had
just departed for Venice. He was to return home mentally unbalanced and
in October was declared insane. The possibility that, in other circumstances,
Symons might have introduced Pound to Yeats and to contemporary French
poetry was now cancelled absolutely. Meanwhile, in Harvard in the same
year, T. S. Eliot discovered Symons’s The Symbolist Movement in Literature and
this took him onto the poetry of Tristan Corbiere and Jules Laforgue. They
taught him that there was a way to write about the ordinary dreariness of
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the American cities of St Louis and Boston which in phrases and fragments
(‘yellow evening’, ‘sparrows in gutters’, ‘vacant lots’) would serve for London
t00.>* He had ‘modernised himself’, Pound marvelled.? In a sense this meant
Eliot took on the problem of disconnection presented by both Impressionist
and Imagist method, and thus the task of reconciling the parts of modernity
firstidentified by Baudelaire: ‘the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent’ with
‘the eternal and the immutable’.?® Ford’s answer lay in the loose assemblage of
descriptive prose and reminiscence or the controls of fictional narrative. But
mere description was anathema to Pound and the age of the novel, said Eliot,
was over.”

Eliot’s remarks appeared in his reflections on Joyce’s Ulysses, whose size
and sprawl had presented him, he said, with the problem of artistic form. The
answer he found and adopted for his own purposes in The Waste Land was the
‘mythic method” which gave shape to the ‘panorama of futility and anarchy
which is contemporary history’.*® If we remember the simple fact that Joyce’s
fiction is set in and is about the city of Dublin, the materials Eliot views as
uncontrolled anarchy (and which Pound dismissed as merely parochial) were
those of the — hardly advanced — modern city. The city is thereby associated
with a distracting novelistic particularity and a threatening formlessness. The
latter, in an animated vocabulary of floods and monsters, had long been a way,
too, of seeing the urban crowd. Eliot’s own first response to the people of the
streets of Bloomsbury was quite different; he was responsive to an evident
ethnic and linguistic variety.* In The Waste Land, however, the crowd becomes
the uniform mass of city workers, pitched into limbo, or the sketchily ominous
‘hooded hordes’, both drained of variety and reference. Reading Ulysses we
might feel that the materials of a day in the life in the city provide the pleasure
rather than pain of the novel, and reading The Waste Land that its fragments
defeat the attempt to put them in order. But this is to say, as many have, that
Eliot’s poem contradicts its avowed purpose to render art impersonal: the
exact cause in Ford’s eyes of the plight of the modern city.

Eliot arrived in London at the moment of Blast. Lewis’s Modernist samiz-
dat appropriated the large format and headlining style of the popular press
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and advertising, to see off Impressionism and outgun Futurist sloganeering
in the name of an uncompromisingly abstract art. Its lists of those ‘Blasted’
and ‘Blessed” were violently discriminating, anti-establishment, arbitrary and
comic. The magazine was a sensation and Lewis was lionised by the class he
for the most part despised — perhaps because Blast was thought a grand lark,
perhapsbecause its acclaim for England’s industrial and seafaring might (‘BLEss
ALL PORTS . . . BLESS ENGLAND, industrial island machine’) and national charac-
ter (Shakespeare’s ‘bitter Northern Rhetoric’, ‘the separating, ungregarious
BriTisH GRIN') could be read as boosting patriotic sentiment.* Shortly before
the issue of Blast, Lewis had decorated the dining room of Lady Drogheda’s
Belgravia home and earlier made a significant contribution to the décor of
the Cave of the Golden Calf, ‘the first English Artists’ Cabaret® opened by
Mme Frida Strindberg in Heddon Street in 1912. Later, in 1915, he was to paint
a Vorticist Room at the Tour Eiffel Restaurant. Vorticism therefore presented
a London based avant-garde for Londoners, taken beyond the gallery and stu-
dio into its homes and cafés. The brochure for the Cabaret Club, designed by
Lewis, expressed this confidence: “We do not want to Continentalise, we only
want to do away, to some degree, with the distinction that the word “Continen-
tal” implies, and with it the necessity of crossing the Channel to laugh freely
and to sit up after nursery hours.”” With fatal irony, therefore, London was
coming into its own as a cosmopolitan capital (LONDON IS NOT A PROVINCIAL
TOWN’, Blast insisted) at the very moment when Vorticism’s militarised antics
were dwarfed by the reality of actual combat.

By early 1914 Pound had caught up with Lewis. He contributed the name
“Vorticism’ to the commitment to abstraction across the arts and was active in
promoting new work with patronsandinlittle magazines. Blastboth intensified
his own development and, in its aftermath, especially in his being banished by
G. W. Prothero from the pages of the Quarterly Review, spurred his departure
from London. These few years were full of contrary directions, however.
For if Pound felt increasingly frustrated at the hands of the English literary
establishment, this was also the period of the Egoist and the productions of
the Egoist Press. Iris Barry remembers the latter years of the war as the ‘Ezra
Pound Period” when at weekly meetings in Belotti’s, Pound orchestrated a
new generation in the fight for liberty and justice.* The metropolis was vital
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to this project and Pound envisioned a cultural axis connecting Paris, London
and New York.** By the end of decade, however, London had failed him. He
responded bitterly to Prothero’s symbolic rejection and bade London farewell,
turning to the one civilised alternative that remained — Paris.

‘Civilisation is individual” declared Pound.*® And Blast, Lewis proclaimed,
presented ‘an art of individuals’.*® For Lewis this implied an armour-plated
individualism, the silent, energy-packed place of the artist “at the heart of the
whirlpool’.¥ “Vorticism was what I, personally, did and said in a certain period’,
Lewis later notoriously claimed.”® It needed the delayed imaginative recon-
struction by William Roberts in his painting of 19612, “The Vorticists at the
Restaurant de la Tour Eiffel: Spring 1915’, to return Vorticism to a fuller sense
of the individuated contributions to this collective project. Roberts’s painting
sets Lewis at the centre of the picture with fellow artists, including himself and
Pound, to either side. Entering late and in the background are Helen Saunders
and Jessica Dismorr. Both had illustrations included in the second issue of Blast
and Dismorr also contributed a set of prose poems. The third of these, June
Night’, reports on the precarious and jagged excitement of the metropolis
from the top of a crowded bus. She separates from her boring escort to risk
the ‘mews and by-ways’, ‘the unplumbable depths’ and “widening circles of
alarm’ in the city?® The sense in this text of places out of reach or out of bounds
and in Dismorr’s ‘London Notes” of the city’s inner, hidden places genders the
city feminine. In both her own and Saunders’s painting the representation of
figures is machine-like and anonymised according to the dictates of Modernist
impersonality, though, by the same token, ‘de-gendered’” away from a binary
registration of sexual difference.** The prose poems do something else, how-
ever. For here, in ‘Monologue’ and June Night’, the speaker and the figures
are embodied in sexualised urban landscapes in ways that combine Modernist
form with more overt expressions of female sexuality.

The texts of ‘High Modernism’ tend to match a display of kinetic energy
with a contrasting stasis which frames the inner activity of the work and so
confers form upon matter. Like the ‘taxi, throbbing waiting’ in Eliot’s Waste
Land; ‘the human engine’ has its motor running, is ready to depart, but stands
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immobile. One alternative in the period was the speeding automobile of Futur-
ism though this had been discredited by London’s Vorticists. Another was not
to speed up the Modernist text but slow it down; to dwell upon the moment of
the passing impression or precise image, to write beyond the structured unity
of the Modernist epic and to go on writing. Such was the method of Dorothy
Richardson’s Pilgrimage, a sequence of twelve novels published between 1915
and 1938 (a thirteenth unfinished novel was published in 1967) which take the life
of Miriam Henderson from 18911912, principally in Bloomsbury, as their core
subject. In 1916, reading the second volume Backwater, Bryher (Annie Winifred
Ellerman) recognised it as ‘a precursor of the cinema...the Baedeker of all
our experiences’ “as we rode down a London street, like Miriam, on top of a
bus’.# Richardson demonstrates at once the persistence of mimetic narrative
and of the local, seemingly cancelled or transcended by classic international
Modernism. Her answer to the question of structure was an open-ended,
autobiographical fiction coincident with a life, whose associations with the
feminine and with the flow of time was of the kind which Lewis had pilloried
in the renegade Joyce.#* Richardson’s sustained, precisely referenced London
novel not only questioned the forms and assumptions of Modernist abstrac-
tion, however, but differed from Ford’s localism in Soul of London.

Pilgrimage confirms, first of all, Ford’s sense that knowing” London im-
plied the intimate knowledge of a demarcated region; the area, in this case, of
Bloomsbury between the British Museum and the Euston Road, and Totten-
ham Court Road and Judd Street. However, where Ford had set the stories of
the inner life against a discourse of facts and figures, and where he had seen a
levelling down and resignation in the face of inequalities, Richardson sees pri-
vate and public spheres as gendered physical and cognitive spaces and moves
her character and text with a sense of active enquiry and wonder across these
worlds. Also, whereas Ford apprehends urban modernity as a speeding passer-
by, Richardson means to delay cognition in a collaborative exchange between
author and reader. She tends, therefore, to dwell within a confined space upon
the lineaments of the individuated object and a single mental life in deliberate
slow-motion. Syntaxis stretched out—in what Virginia Woolf termed, ‘the psy-
chological sentence of the feminine gender’.** Hence the characteristic length
of the novels” descriptive passages and the ongoing narrative life of the series,
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which stretches across autobiography and fiction to connect with discourses
on the family, national morality, philosophy, economics and ecology in a broad
intertextual and public context. The result is less an itemised list or series of
impressions or events than an oscillating movement which swings both in-
wards and outwards on what we might term the ‘psychological sentence’ of
the city. Richardson therefore simultaneously investigates and opens a single
feminine consciousness to a diverse archive of contemporary knowledges in
the busy world of the capital. Is it too much to think of this as a slow-turning
vortex? If so, it is quite differently gendered from the masculinised model, to
the point of gendering the city itself, so Jean Radford suggests, as a loving
maternal figure.**

What is especially striking about Richardson’s London, however, is her
valorisation of silence. Thus both reader and writer join in an unspoken con-
versation across the novel text, and the individual woman, Miriam Henderson,
enters an internalised dialogue traversing the city, especially in those places
which combine private and public spheres in wordless communion: the church,
the Quaker meeting house and the cinema. The cinema for Richardson meant
primarily the silent cinema on which she was to write several notices for the
journal Close Up. Ford identifies loneliness as the dominant note of London. For
Richardson solitude is not loneliness since it enables this kind of rapt attention
and internal dialogue with a wider world. In the cinema’s silent communal
space, women, seeking respite and fantasy, could become citizens of the world,
joined in a mode of “collective seeing’ and there, so Laura Marcus ventures, be
educated for modernity.”> Cinema was in short ‘a civilising agent’.* One thinks
how this contrasts with the mantra ‘civilisation is individual’, but Richardson
was faced with a difficult choice of her own, between silent and sound film.
The latter she saw as fulfilling a ‘masculine destiny . .. of planful becoming
rather than of purposeful being’.#’ In “The Film Gone Male’ she finds a way of
welcoming the prospect of sound film “turning the world into a vast council-
chamber’,*® but this is in the expectation, in an intrepid essentialism, that ‘the
unconquerable, unchangeable eternal feminine” will claim a powerful role in
this chamber.*

One wonders at these gendered distinctions. For Lewis and others the city
crowd is associated with the flow and formlessness of matter which art would
master and separate from itself. ‘Is the crowd feminine? he asked?° ‘Is the
crowd male’ then for Dorothy Richardson, associated in its turn with sound
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47 1bid., p. 206. 4 Ibid., p. 207. 49 Tbid. 5° Lewis, Blasting, p. 78.
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and speech and the ‘Uncertainty, noise, speed, movement’ of a too rapidly
changing world?** Hence the pleasure she finds, we might think, in wandering
upon a season of silent films at the Scala cinema in a place ‘of London’s
former quietude’.>* Pilgrimage, we should remember, though, ends in 1912 at
the point when London Modernism begins with Imagism, and when “The
Bloomsbury Group’ was already emerging under the signature of the Woollfs,
Lytton Strachey, Clive Bell, Roger Fry and others. If Richardson treasured
Bloomsbury as a place of quiet female solitude, it became with ‘Bloomsbury’
a place of acerbic talk and active socialising, of frank exchange and sexual
tolerance among familiars. Bloomsbury defied Victorianism with itsbohemian
ways, but it was a select circle whose nonconformity attracted Eliot because
it was expressed, suggests Ackroyd, at the expense of a culture ‘to which
they nevertheless firmly belonged’.* Compared with the other contemporary
London Modernisms, Bloomsbury was a remarkably homogeneous and stable
grouping — in terms of the shared Cambridge background of its men, the
family connections, class attitudes, liberal positions on social and economic
issues, and common artistic taste of its members. When Woolf famously
declared ‘that on or about December 1910 human character changed™* she had
in mind the new assertiveness of her cook and, it is usually thought, the first
Post-Impressionist exhibition organised at the Grafton Gallery by Roger Fry.
Neither Pound, nor Lewis, nor Joyce had servants (the Eliots had one, but
this is a mark of their unique participation in both worlds). Nor is it likely that
Pound or Lewis would have conceded that Fry’s exhibition meant more than
some date in the Imagist or Vorticist calendar. After all, Lewis had fallen out
with Fry almost immediately on joining his Omega Workshop in 1913 and had
gone on to set up his own short-lived rival in the ‘Rebel Arts Centre’.”® This
too was in Bloomsbury but ‘Bloomsbury’ — whose actual location came to
embrace houses in Richmond and Sussex — henceforth became associated, for
the expatriate moderns Pound and Lewis, with effete English art.

Ford’s picture of the metropolis as composed of the estranged individual
and the crowd failed to anticipate this intermediary world of shifting and antag-
onistic artistic communities and coteries. In this sphere patrons, allies, rivals,
lovers and friends existed as variegated groupings inside and in defiance of the
public life of bourgeois imperial London — in much the same way that they

' Marcus, ‘Continuous Performance’, p. 204. 52 Ibid., p. 200.

% Peter Ackroyd, T. S. Eliot (London: Abacus, 1984), p. 74

>4 Woolf, Woman’s Essays, p. 70.

% William C. Wees, Vorticism and the English Avant-Garde (Toronto and Buffalo: University
of Toronto Press, 1972), pp. 59-66.
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sought a niche market within mainstream commercial markets for the inde-
pendent publications (the Egoist, Blast, the Woolfs” Hogarth Press). A social-
symbolic map of these groupings across the city gives a sense of subcultural
rather than individually experienced Londons. They were noisier (we think of
Blast) and more gregarious than Richardson’s Bloomsbury, internally fractious
and in the case of Bloomsbury and most of ‘the Men of 1914’, violently and last-
ingly antipathetical (if Lewis was adamant that Fry was ‘vulgar, nasty, mean’,
Woolf ‘hated’ Pound, found Lewis ‘detestable’, Joyce indecent and remained
fearful of Eliot).>

The animus of such views reveals how much was at stake: no less than
the nature of modern art and a notion of the “civilised’ life. Arguably too, the
very tension within and across groups energised the artistic experiment and
experimental lives that would realise these doctrines. The London venues and
symbolic geography of respective parts of the city played their part in this, too.
Life at Gordon Square, Bloomsbury, was innovative in its easy liaisons and in
the equality it allowed women — though Virginia Woolf's bouts of depression
hardly suggest this select society was free of anxiety. The less well-defined
cosmopolitan Modernist groups in and around Soho were mixed by social
class, ethnicity and gender — though here, too, it needed a special boldness
on the part of Iris Tree and Nancy Cunard to enter the Café Royal in 1914.”
William Roberts’s painting of the Vorticists at the Tour Eiffel, too, neatly shows
how women artists were positioned in the background of the restaurant as of
the artistic movement. All the same, Nancy Cunard and Nina Hamnet became
regulars there and at the Café Royal. And at Belotti’s, as recalled by Iris Barry,
the company embraced artists of different generations and included Harriet
Shaw Weaver to whom all were deferential, along with senior figures such as
Violet Hunt and May Sinclair and younger women such as H.D., Mary Butts,
Dorothy Pound and Barry herself. London café society, therefore, threw up a
picture of contested boundaries and the collective life along with disarray and
jarring hierarchies, as did Modernist art itself.

With the exception of Eliot, the wall between the ‘Men of 1914” and Blooms-
bury remained solid. Woolf and the others, and Eliot, elected to remain in
London, therefore declaring a cultural allegiance to a nation which by the
end of the decade Pound, for one, found irredeemably provincial and mori-
bund. But if London failed some of the ‘Men of 1914’, their international

5 Wees, Vorticism, p. 63; Hermione Lee, Virginia Woolf (London: Vintage, 1997), pp. 406,

439.
% Hugh David, The Fitzrovians: A Portrait of Bohemian Society 1900—55 (London: Michael
Joseph, 1988), p. 112.

129

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



PETER BROOKER

Modernism was bedevilled by its own insistent, gendered binaries and strate-
gies of containment and expulsion. Our present perspective on this project
is inevitably retrospective and contemporary to ourselves. We tend to prefer
moments of self-critique, surplus and hybridity to affirmations of order; to see
the metropolis as the site of coexistence and difference, of process and provi-
sionality rather than the either/or of chaos and permanent form. We posit,
that is to say, a dialogic aesthetic and dialogic cosmopolitanism for our own
and —less confidently perhaps — for earlier times. Sometimes, however, a seem-
ing contemporary perspective is forthcoming from unexpected quarters in the
period itself. It’s doubtful, for example, that John Cournos is much read now.
His novel Babel, published in 1922, is the story of how a young Russian-born
American Jew, much like Cournos himself, travels to France and to London
to fulfil his ambition to become a writer. He dreams of London, and on ar-
riving is enchanted by his bus ride across the city. In the course of time he
meets its established and newer writers and becomes aware of the Imagists
and Vorticists. In the character who represents Gaudier-Brzeska he discovers
an art which embraces opposites: ‘the primitive, savage spirit incarnated in
mechanics . . . a Maori spear and the French machine gun’ 58 the two extremes
coexisting across the ages as in the compendious brain of the British Museum.
His own brain rings out a ‘medley of discordant tunes’.> He is a Jewish Rus-
sian—American, a ‘monk and roué’® at war with himself, pulled between do-
mesticity and the romance of art. Other analogies suggest themselves, with
the London crowd and with jazz. He is struck by the taken-for-granted variety
of the city’s population and realises, listening at Speakers” Corner in Hyde
Park, that the tolerance of difference and disputation was ‘the by-product of
a complex, many-tongued civilisation”.®* The Babel of ‘multiple faced’ mod-
ern London is tottering into the false unity of war but its jagged chorus of
harmonious and querulous voices combines, for now, in a cosmopolitan jazz
improvisation: ‘a many-tuned medley . .. an ultra modern music shaped out
of discords’.**

A second surprising advocate of dialogue and difference is Ezra Pound. In
essays on Henry James and Remy de Gourmont in 1918 and 1920, Pound had
set the metropolitan civilisation of both Paris and London against prejudice,
dogma and conformity. This entailed, he said, in words that have an unex-
pectedly contemporary ring, ‘not a leveling’ or ‘elimination of differences’ but
‘a recognition of differences, and the right of differences to exist’.®® In 1938

% John Cournos, Babel (New York: Boni & Liveright, 1922), p. 346. % Ibid., p. 37.
€ Ibid., p. 62. ' Ibid., p. 124.  Ibid., pp. 328, 89. % Pound, Essays, p. 298.
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he wrote to Ronald Duncan, remembering the creative activity of the earlier
period, ‘After all there were, in London dining circles or a weekly meeting of us
and periphery ... It was a sort of society or social order or dis-order.”** Later
Pound advised Patricia Hutchins against tipping all the writers into ‘one “pe-
riod” attitude’.®® Instead, he suggests we think of an irregular shape, a ‘literary
rhomboid or whatever non-form or aggregate existed’.% The problematics of
order or dis-order ran through Pound’s career. But if Modernism felt bound to
adjudicate on the either/ors of matter and form, the fragment and the abstract
whole, the local and the international, this effort now seems less interesting
than the balancing act astride such terms and their double application to art
and the art of life Pound is remembering. It is instead, I suggest, Cournos’s
‘medley of discordant tunes’, his ‘complex, many-tongued civilisation” and
Pound’s rhomboid social ‘dis-order’ which make the years of Modernism’s
formation in this London still a compelling place to visit.

%4 Paige, Letters, p. 306. % Hutchins Papers, British Library, 11 September 1953, n.p.
% Ibid., 1 March 1957, n.p.
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Futurism, literature and the market

PAUL EDWARDS

I

‘On or about December 1910, human character changed.” Virginia Woolf’s
famous formulation has always conveniently served to mark the beginning of
real Modernism in England, separating it from the more tentative anticipa-
tions of the Edwardian era. But Woolf was pointing also to a more general
social change, visible to her, for example, in the friendly insubordination of
domestic servants. The contemporary cook would be ‘in and out of the draw-
ing room. .. to borrow the Daily Herald’. Insubordination of various kinds,
amounting to a militant unwillingness to know one’s place and stay in it, was
by 1914 to bring Britain to the brink of civil war in Ireland, and to the brink
of a possible revolution, triggered by a likely general strike in the same year.
The House of Commons showed its own lack of subordination to the Lords
by passing the Parliament Act in 1911, after two general elections caused by
the Lords” obstructiveness after the ‘People’s Budget” of 1909. Henceforth the
upper house had no power to alter money bills, and its right to veto other
bills was restricted to two successive sessions of Parliament. But Parliament
no longer commanded much respect. Woolf's cook would have found in the
Daily Herald she borrowed from her employer that parliamentary debates were
reported under the heading “The House of Pretence’.’ The Herald was founded
in 1911, aimed at the working-class; part of Woolf’s point about change was
that it was the mistress of the household who subscribed to this working-class
paper.

Parliament appeared to be discrediting itself by its behaviour in debate:
when the Commons debated the Lords’ amendments to the Parliament Bill
in July 1011, the Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith, was heckled and shouted
down by a furious opposition, with cries of “Traitor’, while the Irish members

' Donald Read: England 1868—1914: The Age of Urban Democracy (London: Longman, 1979),
p. 498.
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quarrelled loudly among themselves over some unidentified dispute.* It was
these Irish members that Asquith was relying on to ensure the rejection of the
amendments and return of the bill to the Lords, for the two major parties were
evenly represented in the House after the general election of December 1910,
and the price of Irish support was a promised bill to bring about Irish Home
Rule. In practice all Asquith offered was a minor devolutionary measure, but it
was fiercely opposed by the Conservatives, while in Ulster, Unionists under the
leadership of Sir Edward Carson (erstwhile prosecutor of Oscar Wilde) began
arming a militia to resist any change in the constitution. Nearly 25,000 pledged
themselves to fight. The ‘Curragh Mutiny’ of 1914 (actually the threatened
resignation of British Army officers) showed that the Army could not be
relied on to enforce government policy in Ireland. They had been encouraged
in this by the Leader of the Opposition, Bonar Law. In a speech given in Dublin
in November the previous year, he urged a parallel with 1688, when the army of
James II ‘refused to fight for him” when William of Orange landed and ejected
the legitimate sovereign.? In July 1914 a conference of the main political leaders
was held in Buckingham Palace to avert civil war in Ireland. It broke down, and
what The Times called ‘one of the greatest crises in the history of the British
race™ was averted (or rather postponed) only because of the outbreak of a
wider European war on 4 August.

1910 also saw the escalation of militancy in the campaign for women’s suf-
frage, after a bill that would have enfranchised a million women was lost
(apparently with Asquith’s connivance) during the wind-up of government
business before the first of the general elections occasioned by the quarrel with
the Lords. On “Black Friday’ (18 November), women protesters were beaten
up by the police and public; demonstrations continued in Downing Street
the following day, leading to a total of 280 arrests over the two days. During
the next year militants attacked government buildings, and in 1912 went on a
shop-window-smashing spree in the West End, causing thousands of pounds’
worth of damage to property. Women prisoners on hunger strike were forcibly
fed, with great brutality. A campaign of arson, damage to post-boxes and golf
courses followed. Thanks once more to Asquith’s manoeuvrings in 1913, a bill
that would have granted the vote to 5 million women (through an amendment

* George Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England (1935; London: McGibbon & Kee,
1966), pp. 56-8. My account of civil unrest is derived from this book and Read’s England
1868-1914. I am indebted to W. C. Wees’s groundbreaking Vorticism and the English Avant-
Garde (Manchester University Press, 1972) for his recognition of the connections between
the events recorded in Dangerfield’s book and the artistic ferment of the time.

3 Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England, p. 120.

4 Read, England 18681914, p. 508.
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to a Male Suffrage bill) was withdrawn over a technicality. Militancy and vi-
olence increased: empty mansions were burnt down, paintings were slashed,
bombs left outside the Bank of England and elsewhere (Lloyd George’s house
was badly damaged by one, and two exploded in Westminster Abbey); the
government’s response (including the infamous ‘Cat and Mouse bill’, allow-
ing the release of weakened prisoners on hunger strike and their rearrest on
recovery) was brutal and scarcely constitutional. The campaign continued in
1914: 107 buildings were burnt before the outbreak of war, attacks were made
on Sir Edward Carson’s house, Velasquez’s Rokeby Venus was slashed, and a
demonstration at Buckingham Palace was violently suppressed by truncheon-
wielding police. By July 1914 the government appeared to have backed down
but, again, it was the outbreak of war that extinguished civil strife.

The final major field of strife was industry. Trade unions vastly increased
their membership during the period, in line with increasing discontent. The
worst year of strikes was 1912, when nearly 41,000 working days were lost
(compare 1907, when the figure was just over 2,000),” but trouble had started
in 1910. Miners struck in South Wales over a demand for a minimum wage.
Rioting was quelled by police and troops. In 1912 a million miners struck
nationally. The first national rail strike took place in August 1911, and the same
year there was a strike of seamen and dockers, bringing L.ondon to a standstill.
It happened again in 1912, and though 1913 saw a reduction in the number of
days lost, the actual number of disputes and stoppages increased. The labour
unrest of the period was unpredictable and haphazard, and union officials were
unable to keep track of demands and negotiate for their members. And the
government was ineffective in its interventions. Miners’ strikes were motivated
at least in part by political objectives. The syndicalist theory and tactics of
Georges Sorel were known to have inspired some leaders of the unrest: the
state would be abolished and workers would control all production, which
would be planned by a central committee. More exciting than the objective,
however, was the means of achieving it: through violence and the General
Strike. Sorel was a follower of Henri Bergson, the philosopher of vitalism
and anti-rationalist intuitionism. He envisioned a breakdown of all established
order that would be simultaneously a breakthrough into a new order of life
and political organisation. The random and frequent stoppages of 1913 could
be interpreted as a build-up to precisely such a breakthrough, to be achieved
by a general strike. To an establishment with such fears, the formation of
the “Triple Alliance’ of miners, transport and port workers in September that

> Ibid., p. 495.
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year was ominous. By the summer of 1914 it seemed likely that the combined
workers were indeed about to embark on such a strike, prompted by Scottish
coal-owners” declaration that they could no longer pay the minimum wage.
Again, it was war that prevented the forthcoming violence and disorder.

II

Virginia Woolf's statement about the change in human characteris usually seen
not in the context of the beginning of this period of violent social unrest and
breakdown, but as tied to a particular cultural event, Roger Fry’s exhibition,
‘Manet and the Post-Impressionists’, staged at the Grafton Galleries in Bond
Street from 8 November 1910 to 13 January 1911. The truth is that it is only in
the visual arts that any transformation of high culture at all equivalent to the
social ferment of the time can really be traced. And it had its impact partly
because visual art could be cheaply reproduced for the public in illustrated
magazines such as the Tatler, the Sketch and the Illustrated London News.® The
next major exhibition in London was the March 1912 ‘Italian Futurist Painters’
at the Sackville Gallery, followed in October by the ‘Second Post-Impressionist
Exhibition” (again at the Grafton Gallery), which ran until January 1913. All
attracted profuse press comment and public controversy.” Many of the articles
were serious attempts at critique, others apoplectic expressions of outrage by
traditionalists. Some specifically linked the ‘new” art (many of the works in
the first Post-Impressionist exhibition were not new at all, of course) with the
ideology they took to be threatening social stability: ‘they are the analogue of
the anarchical movements in the political world, the aim being to reduce
all institutions to chaos; to invert all accepted ideas on all subjects...” The
writer of this in some respects absurd diatribe points also to the role of cheap
illustrations in the process he describes: “We are suffering from a surfeit of
fine art; and from the democratisation of art by reproductive processes. ..
Leaving aside the initial production of artworks by painters like Van Gogh
or Matisse, and the conditions and significance of their initial entry into the
marketplace, we can say that what was happening to these works in 1910 as they
entered the new public sphere through reproduction was that they became

¢ For examples, see Anna Gruetzner Robins, Modern Art in Britain 1910-1914 (London:
Merrell Holbertson in association with Barbican Art Gallery, 1997), figs. 2, 8, 18, 27 and 28.

7 Forafullaccountand a generous selection of articles, seeJ. B. Bullen, ed., Post-Impressionists
in England (London: Routledge, 1988).

8 Ebenezer Wake Cook, “The Post-Impressionists’, Morning Post (19 November 1910), Tpt.
Post-Impressionists in England, pp. 118, 119.
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colonised by the divided and mutually antagonistic general culture they were
being taken to represent. They were high art no longer.

The avant-garde consciously repeats this originally somewhat fortuitous
process, so that it becomes not so much a factor in the reception of art,
but actually intrinsic to the work itself. The cheap products of the popular
press that have appropriated high art (and to some extent imposed a new
cultural role on it) are themselves in turn appropriated, reappearing ‘within’
the visual artwork in the form of collaged newsprint, oilcloth, wallpaper or
bus tickets. Its participation is now, however ironically, direct.” It was part of
the genius of Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, the founder and chief activist of
the Futurist movement, that he understood and exploited this strategy more
variously, inventively and thoroughly than anyone else, completely breaching
the boundary between the “work’ and the culture into which it was now entirely
interpellated. It is no accident that Futurism made its first appearance on the
public scene through a newspaper feature in Le Figaro, on 9 February 1909.

It should be remembered, however, that there was also another strategy
for Modernism, one that involved instead the negation of the cheap, exploita-
tive commercial culture that was colonising it. This strategy was to wall high
culture more securely in a restricted area of ‘purity’ of spirit that it could
preserve uncontaminated by traffic with the world. The aesthetic of this strat-
egy was formulated in England by two of the foremost champions of Post-
Impressionism’, Roger Fry and Clive Bell. For them, visual art, at least, became
virtually a platonic realm of ‘pure form’ created by the elements of painting,
and not a representation or incorporation of the culture of its time. As such,
of course, it had a cultural function of opposition, and it had its aesthetic
equivalent in a certain strain of literary Modernism. Conveniently, the clearest
example of this strategy in literature is the declared aesthetic of Virginia Woolf
(associated with Fry, and influenced by his ideas). Woolf was not concerned so
much with the achievement of ‘pure form’ in literature as in locating within
the psychological experience of her characters something that was negated
by the ‘materialism” of modern life as represented in the work of Edwardian
realists. In her case the rejection of everyday experience is so total (at least
avowedly, in her aesthetic) that she aspires instead to reach back behind the
material world to where the categories of experience that are its complement
(space, time, subject, object) have not yet emerged.

° An excellent and suggestive account of this process, to which I am indebted, is in Thomas
Crow, ‘Modernism and Mass Culture in the Visual Arts’, in his book, Modern Art in the
Common Culture (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1996), pp. 3-37.
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To take for a moment these two strategies — of rejecting the culture of capi-
talism in favour of an uncontaminated region of form (or psychology, or even
geography) and the other one, of appropriating that culture and making art
out of it —it can readily be seen that both may express a variety of relationships
with history. As protests against a dominant ideology, both have their risks.
The first may be little more than ivory-tower aestheticism or escapism, while
the second may become indistinguishable from a passive consumerism. For a
cultural historian of Marxist orientation, who knows where history has been
and where it is going, there is therefore great scope for subtle discrimination
in identifying elements that are dominant, residual or emergent at any partic-
ular crucial moment. This scope is increased by the fact that in actual cultural
products neither strategy is ever kept entirely separate from its antithesis. But
itisnot my purpose to make such discriminations here. Marinetti is fascinating
partly because he moved abruptly from the first strategy to the second. He
began his poetic career squarely in the Symbolist tradition of a wilful alien-
ation from the everyday. In his early poems Marinetti piled Pelion on Ossa;
not only did he express a self-lacerating yearning for an impossible infinite,
symbolised by the stars (‘O Stars! Stars! For ever shall you be the despair of
our burdensome nights of fever! For ever shall you be our ideal pain! Oh! to
break our moorings and depart with you, towards the shores of the Infinite!’),
he also attributed a similar yearning to the stars themselves: ‘Dream that all
the Stars weep for being wept for, vainly, weep for loving without hope, a
Star that cannot be!”™° The yearning reaches a scale of cosmic destruction in La
conquéte des étoiles, his epic of 1902, a sort of Prometheus Unbound as visualised by
Gustave Moreau.” But in developing Futurism, Marinetti avowedly spurned
this Decadent past: “We Abjure our Symbolist Masters, the last Lovers of the
Moon’ was the title of one of his manifestoes.

Marinetti’s crucial realisation was that an extreme, neo-Romantic anti-
Positivism and anti-rationalism no longer required the stage-properties of
Decadence. The founding manifesto signalled immediately Futurism’s affin-
ity with the contemporary apocalyptic and irrationalist current of thought
associated with the names of Max Stirner, Friedrich Nietzsche, Georges Sorel

° “‘Etoiles! Etoiles! vous serez a jamais / le désespoir de nos pesantes nuits de fievre! / Vous
serez a jamais notre idéale douleur! / ... Oh! rompre les amarres et partir avec vous, vers
les plages de I'Infini!’; ‘Songez que toutes les Etoiles / pleure d’étre pleurées, vainement, /
pleurent d’aimer sans espoir, une impossible Etoile!” F. T. Marinetti, ‘Etoiles! Etoiles!’, La
revue blanche, 25, 195 (1 July 1901), pp. 437-8.

™ La conquéte des étoiles (1902), rpt. E 'T. Marinetti, Scritti Francesi, vol. 1, ed. Pasquale A.
Jannini (Milan: Arnoldo Mondadori, 1983), pp. 51-129.
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and Henri Bergson.” Each of these thinkers sought alternatives to the Kantian—
Newtonian world of positive science, in which everything was calculable and
subject to the iron laws of cause and effect. The intellectual and material struc-
tures that were the concomitants of this world replicated this dual character
of human power: they are the result of calculation and knowledge but also
subject humanity to the oppressed condition of being a determinate part of
a finite, closed system (no matter how nominally ‘progressive’ it proclaims
itself to be). The most instructive comparison is with Bergson, for it was par-
ticularly against machines and mechanical determinism that he opposed his
transcendent life-force. Marinetti was able to change from one artistic strategy
to another because he had the brilliant idea of seeing the mechanical not as op-
pressive but precisely as the vehicle of achieving a Bergsonian transcendence:

We stand on the last promontory of the centuries! ... Why should we look
back, when what we want is to break down the mysterious doors of the
Impossible? Time and Space died yesterday. We already live in the absolute,
because we have created eternal, omnipresent speed.”

Transcendence comes through driving fast; the limited world of Kantian com-
mon sense is vitalised as effectively as any Bergsonian could desire, but through
a perceptive manifold rendered fluid by speed. In psychological terms the re-
turn to that pre-Oedipal stage where subject and object are fused is achieved
when, in the framing narrative of the manifesto, the speeding car crashes and
pitches its occupants into the effluent from a factory:

Oh! Maternal ditch, almost full of muddy water! Fair factory drain! I gulped
down your nourishing sludge; and I remembered the blessed black breast of
my Sudanese nurse.™

Futurism embraces modern technological and capitalist culture as a delighted
consumer, seeing it as a vehicle of a Nietzschean (as much as Bergsonian)
transcendence of human limits. The violent cultural and political transforma-
tions that England appeared to undergo almost unconsciously from 1910 to
1914 were consciously celebrated in its manifestoes: Sorelian revolt, national-
ism, war (‘the world’s only hygiene’), the end of woman as a vehicle of male

> Still one of the most illuminating studies of this current of thought is John Caroll, Break-
out from the Crystal Palace: The Anarcho-psychological Critique: Stirner, Nietzsche, Dostoevsky
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974).

® F. T. Marinetti, ‘Manifesto of Futurism’, in R. W. Flint, ed., Marinetti: Selected Writings
(New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1972), p. 41.

“ Ibid., p. 40.
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fantasy,” the destruction of past culture in museums and galleries, the beauty
of struggle.

It was only with the 1912 exhibition of Futurist paintings that the movement
impinged on the general consciousness in Britain. Valerio Gioé’s valuable bib-
liography of Futurism in England records forty-six magazine and newspaper
articles about the exhibition, as well as a spate of general articles about the
movement in that year."® Roger Fry’s own review of the exhibition confirmed
his position above the fray by pointing to what he saw as the lesson of the
paintings on display, that they served to show that ‘it is not necessary that
the images of a picture should have any fixed spatial relation to one another
except that dictated by the needs of pure design’.”” Given the subjects of many
of these paintings (indicated by such titles as The Rising City, The Funeral of
the Anarchist Galli, Rebellion and Train at Full Speed) this austere observation is
almost wilfully perverse, but it is consistent with the alternative strategy for
Modernism. It was also consistent with the slightly blasé condescension with
which Futurism was received by those who were not ‘outraged’ by it.

111

Marinetti made his first visit to London in March 1910, giving two lectures
at the Lyceum Club. These went unreported in the press. The first was most
likely a rendition of the founding manifesto of Futurism, while the second
(given in April) was specifically tailored to his audience, a ‘Futurist Speech
to the English’. He praised the English for their cult of sport and physicality,
for their bellicose patriotism and love of liberty. But he complained of their
lack of interest in ideas, the hypocrisy that condemned Oscar Wilde, and the

 “The end of woman as a vehicle of male fantasy’ presents Futurist gender-politics as
a great deal less problematic and more acceptable to feminism than they actually are.
The manifesto famously advocates ‘scorn for women’; but the suffragette vandalism of
the Rokeby Venus is not so far from the demand of Futurist painters for a moratorium
on the salacious motif of the nude in painting: “We fight . . . against nudity in painting as
nauseous and tiring as adultery in literature’ (‘Manifesto of the Futurist Painters’; flyer
issued in English by Poesia, Milan (n.d.; probably for the Futurist Exhibition of 1912).
Valerio Gio¢, ‘Futurism in England: a Bibliography’, Bulletin of Bibliography, 44, 3
(September 1987), pp. 1756, 179. For studies of the influence of Futurism in England,
see Giovanni Cianci, ‘Futurism and the English Avant-Garde: the Early Pound between
Imagism and Vorticism’, Arbeiten aus Anglistik und Amerikanistik, 6, 1 (1981), pp. 3-39 and
‘Un Futurismo in panni neoclassici: sul primo Wyndham Lewis vorticista’, Wyndham
Lewis: Letteratura / Pittura, ed. Giovanni Cianci (Palermo: Sellerio, 1982), pp. 25-66.

7 Roger Fry, Art: the Futurists’, Nation (9 March 1912), rpt. Post-Impressionists in England,

p. 301

3
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pervasive snobbery of English society. He concluded by hitting out at Ruskin
as an epitome of English passéism:

With his morbid dream of primitive rustic life, with his nostalgia for Homeric
cheeses and legendary wool-winders, with his hatred for the machine, steam,
and electricity, that maniac of antique simplicity is like a man who, after
having reached full physical maturity, still wants to sleep in his cradle and
feed himself at the breast of his decrepit old nurse in order to recover his
thoughtless infancy.

Ruskin would certainly have applauded those passéist Venetians who
wanted to rebuild the absurd Bell Tower of San Marco, like offering a baby
girl who has lost her nurse a little cloth and cardboard doll as a substitute.™®

Though unreported in the press, the lecture had one significant echo. On 5
May in the New Age, the painter—writer Wyndham Lewis published an article
entitled ‘Our Wild Body’ taking up Marinetti’s critique (without mentioning
it) and adapting his positive points so that they do the English less credit. The
English have only cultivated sport and physical fitness as a way of ‘taming the
body, and the spirit as well” as part of their system of insulating themselves
from real life in a world of artifice and make-believe:

In conclusion, who ever saw a woman who nursed her baby one half hour,
and a wax-doll the next? When she gets old enough to have a baby she discards
her doll. And yet one may see any day of the week men of all ages guilty of
an absurdity of this nature.”

The repetition of Marinetti’s image of the doll (albeit in a less ‘offensive’ con-
text) clinches what is in any case deducible from the general spirit of the piece,
that Lewis was among Marinetti’s audience on this occasion. ‘Our Wild Body’
was intended as a preface to a collection of Lewis’s writings celebrating the
‘primitive’ vigour and comic absurdity of the lives of the peasants, fishermen
and innkeepers he had encountered over the previous few years in his travels
in Brittany and Spain. Hearing Marinetti had evidently decided him to attempt
to enlist these writings in a quasi-Futurist critique of English complacency. On
the face of it, the attempt was absurd; the travel writings, with their gentle
humour and spirit of bemused detachment, are closer to W. H. Hudson than
they are to Marinetti. Lewis had not yet learned the avant-garde strategy of

8 R. W. Flint, ed., ‘Futurist Speech to the English’, in Marinetti: Selected Writings, pp. 64-5.
Compare the image with that of the return to ‘the black breast of my Sudanese nurse” in
the framing narrative of the founding Manifesto, quoted above. Ultimately it is Ruskin’s
strategy that is under attack more than the ambition Marinetti attributes to him, despite
the scornful tone.

¥ Wyndham Lewis, ‘Our Wild Body’, New Age (5 May 1910), p. 9.
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incorporating mass-culture within the work of art (either in his writing or his
painting). The same incongruity is evident in the first publication of Futurist
manifestoes in the British press in August: abridged versions of the founding
manifesto and ‘Futurist Venice’, in The Tramp, a magazine celebrating hiking
and the open-air life. They are preceded by book reviews (Highways and By-
ways in Buckinghamshire by Clement Shorter) and followed by ‘Kit Notes” on
travelling in Europe by Edith A. Browne (‘Shall I go as a Tramp?”: ‘you must
be willing to live as a native, partake of native fare, travel in native style’).*
Marinetti visited England again in 1912, to launch the Futurist exhibition,
and gave a lecture at the Bechstein Hall on Futurism in Literature and Art.
He also, accompanied by the painter Umberto Boccioni and an unidentified
man (probably an Italian journalist), paid a visit to an English journalist to
complain of his disrespectful coverage of the Italian campaign against Turkey
at Tripoli the previous year. Further visits coincided with exhibitions in 1913
and 1914. Futurism had now definitely arrived in England, and from 1912 until
the outbreak of war it was rarely out of the public press. Gio¢’s bibliography
records over 250 articles about it in newspapers and magazines during the
period. This excitement over Futurism was part of the general excitement
about bohemia. Marinetti read at the Cabaret Theatre Club (The Cave of the
Golden Calf), which was decorated with avant-garde art by Jacob Epstein and
Wyndham Lewis (among others). In England, at least, Futurism provided new
forms for the rich to indulge in a bourgeois—bohemian Saturnalia in the run-up
to the anticipated war or revolution. The Futurist painters attended aball at the
Albert Hall in March 1912, and in December 1913 a ‘Picture Ball’ was held at the
same venue, organised by Lady Muriel Paget. A highlight of the evening was
a tableau in which Edward Marsh and Sir Denis Anson paraded in ‘Futurist’
costumes designed by Wyndham Lewis. The designs were reproduced in the
Daily Mirror, and photographs of them were reproduced after the ball.** In June
1914 another Futurist exhibition was held, and Marinettilectured at Cambridge
University and at the Coliseum Music Hall, with demonstrations of Futurist

2 ‘Futurism’, Tramp: An Open Air Magazine (August 1910), pp. 487-8. The Tramp was edited
by Douglas Goldring, an associate of Ford Madox Hueffer’s from the English Review. The
August 1910 issue also contained ‘A Breton Innkeeper’, by Lewis (pp. 411-14). ‘Futurism’
prints a letter from Marinetti to the editor (‘in its quaint English . ..It is such fun!’);
it is certainly possible that Futurism made its first press appearance here through the
influence of Lewis.

* See Wees, Vorticism and the English Avant-Garde, pp. 94—6.

** ‘Living Pictures at the Night's Ball: What the Futurists will Look Like’, Daily Mirror (3
December 1913); see Paul O'Keeffe, Some Sort of Genius: A Life of Wyndham Lewis (London:
Jonathan Cape, 2000), pp. 140—2. The designs and photographs are reproduced by O’Keeffe
between pp. 218 and 219.
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music on Luigi Russolo’s ‘noise-tuners’.? Futurism also became a convenient
reference point by which political commentators (of all persuasions) could
characterise the social upheavals of the day. The anonymous ‘Musings without
Method’ that appeared in Blackwood’s Magazine in January 1914, having mocked
Marinetti’s poetic (‘He attempts to prove himself original by breaking the laws
imposed upon his craft by far greater men than he’) and compared its results
unfavourably with the speech of Alfred Jingle from Pickwick, went on to call
Herbert Asquith ‘the Marinetti of the House of Commons’ for destroying the
constitution by limiting the powers of the Lords: ‘it was prophesied in this
Magazine, even before the Home Rule Bill was introduced, that Civil War
would be the logical result of the Parliament Act’.>* Cartoonists in particular
used the new pictorial style to convey the chaos of the time. A “Futurist
Picture” of the Coal Strike, by Natura! A Synthesis of the States of Mind of
Miners and Owners!” in March 1912 was the first of many.®

v

As I have suggested, whatever the fascination with Futurism in England, its
effect on literature remained virtually non-existent, and when it did have an
effect on actual writing it did so only in the wake ofits unquestionable influence
in forming a visual avant-garde in England, the Vorticists, christened as such
in 1914 in an attempt to claim for themselves a crucial difference from the
Futurists (a difference that was not readily discernible to any but themselves).
A form of Cubo-Futurist painting by English artists was already visible in the
second Post-Impressionist exhibition, but there was no equivalent assimilation
of Futurism to writing. Instead, and most comprehensively in 1913, there were
printings of manifestoes and commentaries on Futurist ideas about writing. In
September, Harold Monro edited a special Futurist issue of Poetry and Drama. It
contained translations of poems by Marinetti himself, by Paolo Buzzi and Aldo
Palazzeschi. They are all from the transitional stage of Futurism, free verse
rather than full ‘words-at-liberty’. Monro declared that he too was a Futurist,
and announced his Futurist resolutions, which were framed in the spirit of
Nietzsche’s ‘T love those that know not how to live except as down-goers, for

* For a subtle and suggestive (as well as exhaustively researched) account of the Coliseum
lectures, see Lawrence Rainey, “The Creation of the Avant-Garde: F. T. Marinetti and Ezra
Pound’, chapter 1 of Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and Public Culture (New Haven
and London: Yale University Press, 1998.)

4 ‘Musings without Method’, Blackwood’s Magazine (January 1914), pp. 138-39, 140, 142.

» Sketch (20 March 1912), p. 335. The allusion is to Boccioni’s series of paintings of ‘states of
mind’ in the Futurist exhibition.
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they are over-goers. .. I love those who . ..sacrifice themselves to the earth,
that the Earth of the superman may hereafter arrive’:*®

I. To forget God, Heaven, Hell, Personal Immortality, and to remember, al-
ways, the earth.

II. To lift the eyes from a sentimental contemplation of the past, and, though
dwelling in the present, nevertheless, always, to live, in the future of the earth.*”

The pious tone of these resolutions hardly fitted the spirit of the ‘new Futurist
manifesto’ concerning literature that the magazine also printed, “Wireless
Imagination and Words at Liberty’. Marinetti demands

Condensed Metaphors. — Telegraphic images. — Sequences of analogies. —
Colour-equilibriums. — The dimensions, weights, measures and speed of sen-
sations. — The plunge of the inevitable word into the water of consciousness,
without the concentric circles which the word produces around itself. — Pauses
of the intuition. — Movement in two, three, four, five time. — Analytical and
explanatory poles sustaining the wires of intuition.

He calls for the abandonment of normal syntax and its replacement by math-
ematical signs, the replacement of metaphor by unconnected and apparently
remote images and analogies and a typographical revolution against biblio-
graphical good taste:

Our revolution is directed against the so-called typographical harmony of the
page, which is opposed to the flux and reflux, the jerks and bursts of style
that are represented on it. We shall use, therefore, in the same page, three or
four different colours of ink, and, if necessary, even twenty different forms of
type. Italics, for instance, for one series of similes and equally rapid sensations,
SMALL CAPITALS for violent onomatopoeia.?®

Later in the same issue, E S. Flint contributed a ‘French Chronicle’ in which
he treated these ideas with scepticism, declaring that they were ‘likely to ruin
futurism’.?* Flint was associated with Imagism; he had welcomed Futurism the
previous year, and asked rhetorically whether English poetry did not need the
greater part of the Futurist programme outlined in the founding manifesto.*
In a 1914 issue of Poetry and Drama, Monro was to make his rejection of Futurism

26 Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra, vol. 1v of Complete Works, ed. Oscar Levy
(Edinburgh and London: T. Foulis, 1910), “Zarathustra’s Prologue’, section 4.

*” Harold Monro, ‘Varia’, Poetry and Drama, 1, 3 (September 1913), p. 262.

% “Wireless Imagination and Words at Liberty: the New Futurist Manifesto’ trans. Arundel
del Re, Poetry and Drama, 1, 3, pp. 319-25.

* E S. Flint, ‘French Chronicle’, Poetry and Drama, 1, 3, p. 357.

% E S. Flint, ‘E-T. Marinetti and “Le Futurisme” ’, Poetry Review (August 1912), p. 411I.
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even clearer. Futurism was fine for Italy but ‘it is essential for us to be allowed
to solve our own problems in our own manner’. He goes on to announce with
pride the publication later in the issue of a new poem by the new Laureate, Mr
Robert Bridges’. An only slightly warmer welcome for Marinetti’s technical
ideas would be given by Henry Newbolt, in the Fortnightly Review in May the
same year.?'

What had really impressed Monro about futurist poetry was its phenome-
nal sales, not its radicalism: “for us. .. Marinetti’s most interesting attitude is
rampant with his 35,000 copies of the Book of the Futurist Poets’. These huge
sales (in Italy) were more important for him than any technical transforma-
tion of poetry. Mindful also, no doubt, of the omnipresence of Futurism in the
popular press, Monro declared that ‘our present hope lies rather in circulation
than innovation. We desire to see a public created that may read verse as it
now reads its newspapers.”* But the only poetry that could hope to fulfil that
desire and emulate the sales of the Futurist anthology was by such writers as
Kipling, William Watson, Newbolt or Alfred Noyes. On a lower level, C. K.
Stead records, John Oxenham’s Bees in Amber went though fourteen printings
within a year of publication in June 1914. Newbolt republished a book of verse
in 1914 after the outbreak of war and achieved sales of 70,000.%

A%

Monro’s wistful yearning for an infinite circulation comparable with what
the great media empires of Newnes, Harmsworth and Pearson achieved was
faintly echoed in the running of what is now seen as England’s most important
Modernist periodical, The Egoist.>* The importance of the Egoist to literary his-
tory is its role in publishing Ezra Pound and the Imagists, serialising Joyce’s A
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (and some of Ulysses) and Wyndham Lewis’s
Tarr. It also published T. S. Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent’ in its

3" Henry Newbolt, ‘Futurism and Formin Poetry’, Fortnightly Review (May 1914), pp. 804-18.
In the course of his discussion, Newbolt gives an amusing Futurist translation of Keats’s
‘Ode to a Nightingale’: ‘Death = ease + richness + jug-jug-jug-bubble-bubble, = ecstasy
deafness, requiem sod’, etc. (p. 813).

3* Harold Monro, ‘Futurist Poetry” and ‘Broadsides and Chap-Books’, Poetry and Drama,
I, 3, pp. 264, 265. The confused thinking about poetry and the market that Monro’s
moderation led him into is analysed well in C. K. Stead, The New Poetic: Yeats to Eliot
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1967), pp. 59—60.

# Stead, The New Poetic, pp. 65, 90.

3 For a detailed and perceptive study of the relationship between The Egoist (including its
earlier incarnations, The Freewoman and The New Freewoman), and the marketplace, see
Mark Morrisson, ‘Marketing British Modernism: The Egoist and Counter-Public Spheres’,
Twentieth-Century Literature, 43, 4 (Winter 1997), pp. 439—69.
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finalissue: a signpost to the future. Like the more successful New Age, the paper
included advanced literature as only one of its areas of interest. Despite the
abundant signs of social and political unrest, its “advanced’ position on such is-
sues did not make it a rallying post where a whole counter-culture might unite,
guaranteeing for itself a viable circulation. On the contrary, its anti-suffrage
feminism made it less attractive to the women’s movement, and it lost many of
its female readers as it changed its focus to anarcho-syndicalism and to a variety
of ‘individualism’ that, like Stirner’s (upon which it was modelled) distrusted
‘causes’ and collective action.”” Imagism, while theoretically compatible with
Stirnerian egoism, hardly shared its ethos, and tended to alienate readers who
were its adherents.

In its drive for circulation, the Egoist emulated on a small scale the tactics
of the successful popular press, with advertising, discussion groups, poster
campaigns and sandwich-board men. As The Freewoman in 1911 it carried ad-
vertisements from companies marketing goods likely to appeal to middle-
class women. Mark Morrisson notes ‘advertisements for new national brand
name products, like Horrocks’s “flanalette” and Adori soap . . . alongside ads
for women’s patent medicines’.’° Beginning with a print-run of 2,000, it rapidly
dropped to 1,500 and again to 1,000 by September 1913. At its demise in 1919
only 400 copies were being printed.”

As Lawrence Rainey has ingeniously suggested, far from being the first
avant-garde in Anglo-American literature, Imagism is better understood as
‘the first anti-avant-garde.”® Its connection with the culture that Futurism
embraced is almost entirely negative. Morrisson notes its negative portrayal
of cinema, the Tube (underground railway) and popular press. The Egoist’s
‘Imagist Number’ (May 1915) published a poem by Flint in which a swan in
a London park is sullied by the black scum of newsprint from a discarded
newspaper caught underneath it as it swims.?® Flint’s discouragement (‘Friend,
we are beaten’) could not be further from the avowed exultation of Marinetti
as he gulped the nourishing mud and effluent into which his speeding car had
pitched him. Imagism adopted the first of the two strategies outlined above
for engaging with the culture and products of modernity, which it rejected
in favour of an uncontaminated region of form or beauty. Ezra Pound’s most
famous Imagist poem, ‘In a Station of the Metro’, while ostensibly admitting
modernity into itself (the underground railway) in accordance with Futurist

% Ibid., p. 456. 3 Ibid., p. 444- 7 1bid., p. 466 (n. 42).

3 Rainey, Institutions of Modernism, p. 30.

% E S. Hlint, ‘Easter’, Egoist (May 1915), p. 75; discussed by Morrisson, ‘Marketing British
Modernism’, pp. 447-8.
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and avant-garde practice, actually confirms the formalist nature of Imagist
strategy, for the crowd it represents is merely a background for the petal-like
faces of the few, and these faces themselves have no social definition. They are
apparitions from an ancient underworld or formalist ‘splotches of colour” as
they might appear in a painting by Kandinsky.*°

Pound, however, was about to join forces with a genuinely avant-garde
movement, that of the advanced English painters inspired by Futurism and
other European Modernist art movements. Pound even supplied a name for
the group and their movement, Vorticism, but his own transition to an avant-
garde strategy was uneasy and not successful, at least in the poems that flowed
from it.# Much has been written in exploration of the aesthetic differences
between Vorticism and Futurism (not least by Pound and Wyndham Lewis),
and in some contexts these differences are certainly of great importance to
an understanding of the movements’ different artistic products.#* But it is
reasonable to consider Vorticism in its main features as a Futurist avant-garde
movement.® The title, Vorticism, was not invented until the movement’s mag-
azine, Blast, was already in production.** The movement itself had emerged
out of a small-scale ‘industrial dispute’, when Wyndham Lewis and three other
workers walked out of their employer’s workshop (the employer was Roger
Fry, the workshop the Omega Workshops) over a commission to decorate
a room for the Daily Mail ‘Ideal Home’ exhibition in 1913. The artists allied
themselves to Marinetti, set up their own ‘Rebel Art Centre’, planned their

4 Ezra Pound, ‘In a Station of the Metro’ (1913), rpt. Collected Shorter Poems (London: Faber
& Faber, 1968), p. 119. Pound’s explanation of the composition of the poem is in his 1914
essay, Vorticism’, rpt. Ezra Pound, Gaudier-Brzeska: A Memoir (1918), rpt (New York: New
Directions, 1970), pp. 86-9.

For example, ‘Salutation the Third" (‘Let us deride the smugness of “The Times”: /
Gurraw!’, Blast 1, p. 45) or “The New Cake of Soap’ that ‘glistens. . . like the cheek of a
Chesterton’ (p. 49).

“ See, for example, Wees, Vorticism and the English Avant-Garde, Michael Durman and Alan
Munton, ‘Wyndham Lewis and the Nature of Vorticism’, Wyndham Lewis: Letteratura /
Pittura, pp. 111-18, and Reed Way Dasenbrock, The Literary Vorticism of Ezra Pound and
Wyndham Lewis: Towards the Condition of Painting (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1985).

The definitive history of Vorticism is Richard Cork, Vorticism and Abstract Art in the First
Machine Age, vol. 1: Origins and Development, vol. 11: Synthesis and Decline (London: Gordon
Fraser, 1976).

See Paul O’Keeffe, “The Troubled Birth of Blast: December 1913-June 1914°, ICSAC Cahier
8/9: Vorticism, ed. Andrew Wilson (December 1988), pp. 43-57. Traces of the movement
before its christening may be found in Blast itself: ‘Of all the tags going, “Futurist”, for
general application, serves as well as any for the active painters of to-day’ (Wyndham
Lewis, “The Melodrama of Modernity’, Blast, 1 (June 1914), facsimile rpt ed. Bradford
Morrow (Santa Barbara: Black Sparrow Press, 1981), p. 143.
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magazine and finally adopted their new name when they broke with Marinetti
and Futurism before publication on the grounds of Marinetti’s misappropria-
tion of their trademark ‘Rebel Art Centre’ address.®

Blast, the Vorticists’ magazine, was printed in outsize format on cheap
spongy paper with liberal use of large sans serif type (mixed with underlined
type and type of varying point-sizes, and serif faces for many areas of the
text) on page layouts that, in their inventive spacing, produced a visual effect
that served an expressive, tonal and syntactic purpose. It reproduced and to
some extent anticipated the typographical grammar of popular newspapers,
following as far as possible (given limited resources) some of the ideals set forth
in Marinetti’s “Wireless Imagination’, though it eschewed the mathematical
signs and onomatopoeic effects that had been derided in English discussions of
Futurist literary theories.*® The manifestoes and commentaries that opened
the magazine were thoroughly imbricated with the public culture of the day,
and reproduced within themselves its antagonisms and aggressions. Edward
Carson and Captain Craig are blessed, as are the militant suffragettes Frieda
Graham and Lillie Lenton. Music-hall artists like George Robey and Harry
Weldon as well as boxers, art critics (and James Joyce) were also blessed. C. B.
Fry (standing in for Roger), cod-liver oil and Bergson were blasted, castor oil
and Charlotte Corday were blessed. The ‘Blast” and ‘Bless” pages that opened
the magazine were playful and witty, but they also situated the Vorticists fairly
precisely in relation to the public culture of the day.#

Wyndham Lewis, who was the chief writer and designer of Blast, as well
as its editor, had in the years since his first encounter with Marinetti achieved
a reputation as a painter rather than a writer (though he continued working
on his novel, Tarr, written largely in 1911 and to be revised and completed in

4 A concise account of the emergence of Vorticism can be found in the ‘Introduction’
to Paul Edwards, ed., Blast: Vorticism 1914-1918 (London: Ashgate, 2000). Lisa Tickner,
Modern Life and Modern Subjects: British Art in the Early Twentieth Century (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 2000) traces the presence of popular commercial culture
in Lewis’s 1912 painting, Kermesse. Marinetti and the ‘English Futurist’ C. R. W. Nevinson
made the “‘unauthorised use’ in their manifesto “Vital English Art’, Observer (7 June 1914).
In a spirit of surrender hardly Futurist, in a reprint of the manifesto as a pamphlet (n.d., but
shortly afterwards), references to Lewis and other painters were dropped, and addresses
in Milan and Hampstead were substituted.

See Michael E. Leveridge, “The Printing of Blast’, Wyndham Lewis Annual 2000, 7, 21-31,
and, for an analysis of the typographical effects, Wees, Vorticism and the English Avant-
Garde, chapter 10.

Appendix B of Vorticism and the English Avant-Garde gives a useful account of the blasted
and blessed. See also Alan Windsor, “Wyndham Lewis’s “Blast and Bless” °, Wyndham
Lewis: Letteratura / Pittura, pp. 86 —100, where the influence of Guillaume Apollinaire’s
L’antitradition futuriste is also discussed.
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1915). There was, he realised in 1914, no avant-garde writing being produced
in England suitable for inclusion in Blast. In 1910 he had been unsure what
form such writing should take, but was now confident enough to supply it
himself: ‘My literary contemporaries I looked upon as too bookish and not
keeping pace with the visual revolution. A kind of play, “The Enemy of the
Stars”...was my attempt to show them the way’, he later recalled.*® The
title of the piece recalls Marinetti’s Conquéte des étoiles, but apart from shar-
ing with that work an esoteric Gnosticism (in which the stars are Archons’,
agents of a vengeful God in his enslavement of the human soul), it bears no
resemblance to that Decadent epic.*’ It is, rather, a violent fable in which a
protagonist (Arghol) and his antagonistic disciple (Hanp) act out the conflict
between the pristine spiritual self and the ‘false’ version of that self that is
created in the traffic and exchange of participation in bourgeois urban culture.
It recuperates, in other words, precisely the dialectic of the two artistic strate-
gies for engaging with the marketplace that have been the backdrop to this
chapter.

Enemy of the Stars incorporates the products of modernity in its medium
(evenifit does so less extensively that do the manifesto pages of the magazine):
‘A gust, such as is met in the corridors of the Tube, makes their clothes shiver
or flap, and blares up their voices.” There are references to cinema, to caustic
Reckitts stain, and the sky is an ‘immense bleak electric advertisement of God’.
Mostly it is simply the phrasal style, in which the relation between phrases is
indeterminate, that evokes a Futurist aesthetic:

Port-prowler, serf of the capital, serving its tongue and gait within the grasp
and aroma of the white, matt, immense sea. Abstractinstinct of sullen seafarer,
dry-salted in slow acrid airs, aerian flood not stopped by shore, dying in dirty
warmth of harbour-boulevards.*

4 Wyndham Lewis, Rude Assignment: A Narrative of My Career Up-to-date (London: Hutchin-
son, 1950), p. 129.

4 See Massimo Carra, ‘Religion’, Pontus Hulten, ed., Futurism (London, Thames &
Hudson, 1986), pp. 552-3.

Wyndham Lewis, Enemy of the Stars, Blast, 1, pp. 60, 66, 62, 64, 69 (spelling and punctuation
corrected; Blast was mocked for its errors of this kind. Ford Madox Hueffer defended
it on the grounds that Shakespeare had similar ‘problems”). For discussions of the style
of Enemy of the Stars see Dasenbrock, The Literary Vorticism of Ezra Pound and Wyndham
Lewis, chapter 4, ‘Lewis’s Enemy of the Stars and Modernism’s Attack on Narrative’, and
David Graver, ‘Vorticist Performance and Aesthetic Turbulence in Enemy of the Stars,
PMLA, 107, 3 (May 1992), pp. 482—96; for a discussion of its meaning and some of its
esoteric dimension, see Paul Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer (New Haven
and London: Yale University Press, 2000), chapter 5, “The Modernism of Enemy of the
Stars’.
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In scene 6 of Lewis’s strange dream-play (at this moment the narrative is
literally in Arghol’s dream), for a moment the fanatical protagonist seems to
have achieved his ambition of return to uncontaminated purity:

He was Arghol once more.
Was that a key to something? He was simply Arghol.
‘Tam Arghol’.

He repeated his name — like sinister word invented to launch a new Soap,
in gigantic advertisement — toilet-necessity, he, to scrub the soul.”

The moment of realisation is figured through an image from consumer culture
that for the 1914 reader inevitably familiar with advertising posters (or the
adverts for Adori soap in the Freewoman) immediately negates what it so
precisely vivifies. What happens in Lewis’s writing here is something more
complex and less definable than irony, though irony begins to impinge in the
parody of the pretentious vocabulary of advertising copy (‘toilet-necessity’).
At the least, what is signalled is an interdependence of cultural spheres that
from now on cannot be escaped.”

But Blast and Vorticism did not succeed in opening a space in British culture
for the avant-garde. On the title page it is announced as having been published
by John Lane, and three pages of advertisements at the back for the firm’s
other publications (sets of The Yellow Book, books by Wilde, Vernon Lee and
Richard Le Gallienne, books on Whistler and Charles Conder) promised a
cultural success that the magazine never achieved. As was the case with so
much in this period, it was deferred and finally rendered impossible by the
arrival of war a month after publication. In fact, the involvement of Lane had
notbeen quite what it seemed. He did not finance publication; for £50 worth of
advertising he became entitled to 1,000 copies without charge (probably about
a third of the print-run).”® Much of the money for Vorticism came from the
investor-cum-patron-cum-artist, Kate Lechmere, and much of this was lost
in the venture. It was, besides, impossible to find a niche in British culture
for an avant-garde magazine like Blast. It was received with tired, superior
yawns, only A. R. Orage, having dismissed it in the New Age one week as ‘not

> Blast, 1, p. 80.

> Mark Morrisson, in The Public Face of Modernism: Little Magazines, Audiences, and Reception,
19051920 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), p. 131, plausibly sees this mo-
ment in the play as indicating an embrace of publicity and marketing as a way forward for
Lewis.

% O’Keeffe, Some Sort of Genius, p. 151.
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worth understanding’, conceding the next that Enemy of the Stars ‘contains
ideas of an almost grandiose dimension, though felt rather than thought'.
‘But for the present’, he added, ‘the movement appears to me to be the very
devil.>* There was to be no place for an avant-garde literature in England.
Modernism would ‘succeed’ through the po-faced strategy of T. S. Eliot in
his respectable magazine, The Criterion. His own attempt at a full-blooded
avant-garde strategy, Sweeney Agonistes, would come to nothing.

VI

D. H. Lawrence also responded to Futurism and Marinetti, and voiced his
thoughts in two letters to A. W. McCleod and Edward Garnett.”® His reading
of Marinetti enabled him to articulate to himself his objective as a novelist
in writing what would become The Rainbow. Marinetti’s Bergsonian desire to
penetrate behind the phenomenal barriers of perception to a more intuitive
level underlies Lawrence’s famous statement that he is concerned not with
the “old stable ego’ but a deeper one that “passes through . . . allotropic states
which it needs a deeper sense than any we’ve been used to exercise, to discover
are states of the same single radically unchanged element’.*® The Rainbow was
hardly an avant-garde work; it may be thought that its closest link with Fu-
turism is a shared assumption that destruction is a midwife to creation. At
any rate, it was suppressed for obscenity in November 1915. James Joyce and
Wyndham Lewis both had novels that Ezra Pound was trying to place with
mainstream publishers at about the same time. A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man and Tarr are not by today’s standards especially avant-garde or shocking,
yet even with the efforts of Joyce’s agent, J. B. Pinker, neither could achieve
publication in the mainstream of British publishing. John Lane, who had ‘pub-
lished” Blast, found Tarr ‘too strong a book’, and Werner Laurie and Martin
Secker also declined the risk. Both novels were serialised in the Egoist and then
published in volume form by Harriet Shaw Weaver under the Egoist imprint
(in 1916 and 1918 respectively).” T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock and Other Observations

> A.R. Orage, ‘Readers and Writers’, New Age (9 and 16 July 1914), rpt. Wallace Martin, ed.,
Orage as Critic (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974), pp. 137-8.

% Lawrence to McLeod, 2 June 1914; Lawrence to Garnett, 5 June 1914, nos. 731 and 732 in
The Letters of D. H. Lawrence, 8 vols. vol. 11, ed. G. J. Zytaruk and J. T. Boulton (Cambridge
University Press, 1981).

56 Letters of D. H. Lawrence, 11, p. 183. Giovanni Cianci has made the fullest study of Lawrence’s
attitude to Futurism: ‘D. H. Lawrence and Futurism/Vorticism’, Arbeiten aus Anglistik
und Amerikanistik, 8, 1 (1983), pp. 41-53.

% See the publication history given in Paul O’Keeffe’s Afterword” to his edition of Wyndham
Lewis, Tarr: The 1918 Version (Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow Press, 1990).
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(1917) also depended on Weaver for publication. Despite the excitement of
Futurism, there was as yet virtually no niche in the marketplace for Modernist
writing. From this perspective, Lewis’s often-quoted 1937 judgement that “We
are the first men of a Future that has not materialized’ seems an accurate

conclusion.?®

58 Wyndham Lewis, Blasting and Bombardiering (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1937), p. 258.
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As swimmers into cleanness leaping™’ the image in which Rupert Brooke
projected the high aims of early autumn 1914 remains vivid in cultural memory,
among other reasons, for the profound irony it affords in historical retrospect.
To greet the hideous futility of four years of trench warfare as a cleansing
pleasance of late summer? The gesture magnetises our attention in the same
way that the impact of an accident seems to be caught most powerfully when,
looking back, we see an expression of unsuspecting happiness immediately
preceding it. Just so, however, the pattern of contrast that Brooke forms might
be dismissed as a heuristic, really just a useful fallacy, insofar as it allows us
to feel a meaning in history that may not be borne out by the facts. As any
detailed account of English political and cultural history will indicate, the
years preceding the outbreak of the Great War resist assimilation to that myth
of the ‘Golden Summer of 1914’. In The Strange Death of Liberal England, for
instance, George Dangerfield proposes that the war, far from shaking the
foundations of English society, actually helped to preserve the status quo by
diverting the energies of a social revolution being threatened by the workers’
and women’s movements, not to speak of the steadily escalating menace in
Ireland.? The ‘Golden Summer’ theory may be met with equal scepticism
when it is applied to literary history: the decorous measures that Brooke
presents in his exemplary instance of Georgian poetics were being countered
as a prevailing standard, most notably by an increasingly robust avant-garde —
a term that signals a militarisation of culture already under way avant-guerre.
Yet the larger outlines of political and cultural history are formed by relative
sizes, proportionate masses. The majority status that the Liberal Party enjoyed
establishes a framework of social values and political practices that comprise
a mainstream attitude. A similarly representative strength may be found in

! ‘Peace’, in The Collected Poems of Rupert Brooke (1915; New York: Dodd, Mead, 1925), p. 7.
* George Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England (1935; New York: Putnam’s, 1980),
passim, esp. pp. 408-25.
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the literary sensibility of a group of poets who take their name from the
reigning English king. Georgian Liberalism remains a valid, practicable frame
of reference for assessing what was at issue and at stake in August 1914, and an
account of the fate its representative poetry met in the trenches may begin to
focus the difference the war made in relevant aspects of English national life.

The sonnets gathered in 1915 in Brooke’s 1914 (the title-date already frames
the early war as the moment of high emotional occasion) find a tonic chord in
“The Soldier’. The speaker foresees his death in a “foreign’ war and idealises
the experience, striking the deep keynote of Georgian nationalism:

If I should die, think only this of me:
That there’s some corner of a foreign field
That is for ever England. There shall be
In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;
A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,
Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,
A body of England’s, breathing English air,
Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.?

Euphemism is fluent, including among its obvious improvements the ‘richer
dust’ of a decaying corpse but asserting as well some essential continuity
between the beautified conditions of arcadian ‘England’ (the word recurs six
times, in varying formations, over the short course of a fourteen-line poem)
and the ‘foreign’ circumstance of this continental war. Brooke thus extends the
imaginative claim of Georgian nationalism to its revealing extreme, a verge
and limit at which its establishing outlook is at once exaggerated and typified.
At this ideal extremity, Brooke’s poem opens the space in which the realities
of war will intervene — inevitably, in subsequent years. Ivor Gurney offers his
riposte in “To His Love’, an elegy uttered as a sort of Georgianism manqué. A
strategic use of rhetorical negatives indicates all in English pastoral that does
not accommodate the untoward event of the subject’s death in alien lands:

He’s gone, and all our plans
Are useless indeed.

We'll walk no more on Cotswold
Where the sheep feed
Quietly and take no heed.

His body that was so quick
Is not as you

3 Brooke, “The Soldier’, in Collected Poems, p. 111.
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Knew it, on Severn river
Under the blue
Driving our small boat through.

You would not know him now . ..

While Gurney can dub his ‘not’s and ‘no’s into the idiom of Georgianism, its
topographies control the poetic feeling in the piece, even — or especially — in
being forgone. The dominant voice holds its greatest potential for expression,
then, when its tongue is tied. The military interment service of the final stanza
begins thus with nervous words, exclamatory stammering:

Cover him, cover him soon!
And with thick-set
Masses of memoried flowers —
Hide that red wet
Thing I must somehow forget.*

The enjambmentin the final line brings the heavy stress of that building rhythm
down hard on “Thing’ — a word that offers its ultimate subject, the loved body
of the fallen soldier, its generic non-specificity, which is remarkably, shockingly,
movingly inadequate.

What has failed as Georgianism, of course, is a stylised, idealised product —
the air-brushed, country-day Englishness of the high-gloss coffee-table book.
This sensibility stems from conditions that include cultures genuinely lived in,
however, a real gens, local habitations and their names. If these inward con-
tinuities of place are generalised outward into the Englishness of Georgian
nationalism, their memory is present in one of the convention’s unconven-
tional representatives, an Anglo-Welsh fellow-traveller. Edward Thomas is the
radical who returns to the root, who testifies to the greater depths ofhis British
tradition, and, in doing so, witnesses the profounder crisis its spirit meets in
the current circumstance.

Thomas’s ‘A Private’ recasts the poetic location of “The Soldier’, repeat-
ing the situation of an Englishman dead in an alien land but extending its
commemoration in a homelier poetic dialect:

This ploughman dead in battle slept out of doors
Many a frosty night, and merrily

Answered staid drinkers, good bedmen, and all bores:
‘At Mrs Greenland’s Hawthorn Bush’, said he,

4 In P.J. Kavanagh, ed., Collected Poems of Ivor Gurney (Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 41.
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‘Tslept’. None knew which bush. Above the town,
Beyond “The Drover’, a hundred spot the down

In Wiltshire. And where now at last he sleeps
More sound in France — that, too, he secret keeps.

The differences from Brooke’s sonnet extend from the particularised realities
of the landscape to the living form of the poem: an oral historian’s anecdote,
it “turns back’ on itself at the end like a good countryman’s joke. Yet the two
pieces show a common method and aim. Superimposing the topographies of
the foreign field and the native terrain, Thomas is also attempting to establish
some continuity between his character’s English background and his distant
death. In this way he offers his own writ, some silent warrant, for the event
that occasions the poem. The rationale is indeed ‘secret’ — the wordplay on
‘Private’, combining with the military rank’s official character, capitalises this
motif and raises it to an entitled prominence. This quiet confidence draws
upon the resources of a most intimate dominion, the England of the mind that
Thomas has built out of his own closely local knowledge.

This ideal Englishness speaks a whispery, nearly mystic idiom, however,
and its limiting condition may be witnessed when Thomas attempts to extend
it into the discursive circumstances in which the ideological war was actually
fought. In “This is No Case of Petty Right or Wrong’, he addresses the mass
media of this first mass conflict. He disclaims the totalisations that total war
enforced on the discourse — the exaggerations that stimulate the required
popular involvement, the hate campaigns, the cartoon enmities, all in all, the
mechanism of oppositional thinking and the bogus extremities it effected:

I hate not Germans, nor grow hot

With love of Englishmen, to please newspapers.
Beside my hate of one fat patriot

My hatred of the Kaiser is love true:—

A kind of god he is, banging a gong.

Overriding those false dichotomies of demagogic politics, Thomas disables
the claims of the “‘versus habit” in the first line of his finale, where he offers his
own apologia for the English cause:

But with the best and meanest Englishmen
[ am one in crying, God save England, lest
We lose what never slaves and cattle blessed.

> InR. George Thomas, ed., The Collected Poems of Edward Thomas (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1978), p. 67.
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The ages made her that made us from dust:
She is all we know and live by, and we trust
She is good and must endure, loving her so:
And as we love ourselves we hate her foe.®

Running most of the rhyme words on through enjambment, Thomas mutes
the closural effect of the couplet and avoids the ring and resonance of any
rhetorical peroration. He moves his poetic appeal away from forum oratory
and towards the sort of quiet in which his Private’s secret would speak its deeper
truth. All the earnest effort Thomas evidences in expressing the inwardness
of the Englishness he fights for, however, serves to measure the stronger force
of its opponent, the England of tabloid politics. The antithesis in the last line
bristles with oppositional thinking, which Thomas brokers in the totalised
categories of the emotions invoked. Does hate, moreover, derive rightly from
love? The apparently logical proposition Thomas balances across this line
suggests the specious reasoning of a preconceived, easy-to-consume, daily-
journalism sort of rationale. This disparity — between the absolute purity of a
spiritual England, to which Thomas alludes as the establishing condition of his
cause, and the contingent, coerced and coercive word of the vulgar tongue —
bespeaks at once the reality of the current circumstance and the sadness of a
casualty that is more than abstract.

How the language of literature is co-opted by politics is a story that begins
in early September 1914, when C. E. G. Masterman, acting as director of an of-
fice newly created by the War Government, the Department of Information,
convened the major novelists and poets of the moment. In effect, he com-
missioned them to propagandise the English cause in the war. A surplus of
patriotic verse and nationalistic fiction followed the influential lead of authors
such as Robert Bridges, John Masefield, G. K. Chesterton.” This “authorised
version’ varied in style and sophistication, ranging from placarded caricatures
of the barbaric Hun and poster images of English beauty spots to nuanced
critiques of Germanic philology, statism or Hegelianism. The unity of view
these arguments produced, however, precluded much beyond the wearily pre-
dictable certitudes of cultural nationalism that they began with. Nonetheless,
the consensus understanding this literature reflects may be remembered as a
prevailing standard, one that establishes the substantial challenge writers find
in fashioning a language adequate to an individual apprehension.

¢ Inibid., p. 257.
7 See Samuel Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (New York:
Atheneum, 1991), “The Arts Enlist’, pp. 25—56.
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Wilfred Owen testifies to the meaning of his own combat experience in a
lyric realism of fiercely detailed immediacy. While this appreciation is featured
routinely — and rightly — in literary histories, the achievement of his mature
poetry also shows a special, steady intensity of address to the public, political
constructions of the war. This imperative accounts for one of the stronger
rhetorical personalities in the major work of the last year of the war. Here he
assumes the role of reporter, who orients his witnessing force to the standard,
presumptive misunderstandings, of which he will disabuse his readership. In
‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, for instance, the narrative account of a gas attack
modulates into a direct address to the audience — the ‘you” Owen accuses in
his rhetorically forceful, masterfully contoured, finale:

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,
His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues, —
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
To children ardent for some desperate glory,

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est

Pro patria mori.®

The double periodic construction of subordinate clauses suspends the arrival
of the main clause and then intensifies its impact, its dominance in the gram-
matical structure, when it comes. The speaker thus rather overwhelms the
level familiarity Owen assigns his reader, as ‘My friend’. This personage re-
tains some memory of Jessie Pope, whom Owen named in a mock-dedication
to an earlier draft of the poem. She had gained her fame from the noisily jin-
goistic poetry she published so widely.? Its voluble demagoguery has required
Owen himself to turn up the poetic volume. Even his courageously angry
answer shows the powerful determinants, the really coercive forces, in the
verbal culture of mass war.

In these conditions, some of the most important poems are those that get
beyond the well-established, all-too-embattled strategies of argument for or
against the war. “The Poetry is in the pity’, Owen proposed (in his preface to a

8 In C. Day Lewis, ed., The Collected Poems of Wilfred Owen (1963; London: Chatto & Windus,

1972), P. 55.
9 See ibid.
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collection of war verse not published in his lifetime). He would penetrate to a
dimension of feeling that he understands to be somehow deeper, cleaner, more
powerfully and genuinely affective than polemic. He follows this directive in
his own exemplary instance in ‘Strange Meeting’, a dream scenario in which
his speaker meets the ghost of the German soldier he haskilled. They exchange
words of (shared) suffering, and this act of imaginative compassion establishes
the basis for the poem’s major formulation on the import of (this) war: Tmean
the truth untold, / The pity of war, the pity war distilled.”” Whether or not
poetry can be lifted away from the fury and mire of an ideologically driven
history, it is a true measure of the heavy expense of war fought for ideas no
longer believed in that the poets of major record seek to reserve an alternative
sphere for verse. The poetry Owen models relocates its centres of imaginative
attention to a level of elementary, apparently unprepossessed feeling, where
the bleaker truths of the human condition, seen as suffering in the image of
war, are newly expressed.

In these circumstances, the poetry of Isaac Rosenberg achieves its special
representative status. A painter by profession, Rosenberg sees the war through
aframe of reference that appears immune or indifferent to nationalist, partisan
discourses. As a Jew, he understands his experience through a vision formed
strongly in accord with the historical and prophetic books of Hebrew scripture,
whose ancient fatalism appears timely indeed in face of the current war’s
incomprehensible eventuality. ‘On Receiving News of the War’ establishes
this Jewish painter’s angle of view on the emergent event:

Snow is a strange white word.
No ice or frost

Has asked of bud or bird

For Winter’s cost.

Yet ice and frost and snow
From earth to sky

This Summer land doth know.
No man knows why."

‘Snow is a strange white word’: the logical assertion devolves its verbal con-
stituents to colour spots on the artist’s palette. In the vacuum left by the
absence of rationale Rosenberg catches the impact of the advent of war, again
in August 1914’, where a language of primary emblematic substances — ‘Iron,

° Ibid., pp. 31, 35.
" In Gordon Bottomley and Denys Harding, eds., The Collected Poems of Isaac Rosenberg
(1937; New York: Schocken, 1974), p. 124.
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honey, gold’ — shifts the consideration from any rationalistic grammar to the
vivid and impending register of these images:

Iron are our lives

Molten right through our youth.
A burnt space through ripe fields
A fair mouth’s broken tooth.”

The shock is as solid as the provocation is bare, unaccommodated by a syntax
of statement and any of the expected explanations.

Not that Rosenberg’s poetry withholds suppositions about the causes or
consequences of war. The scheme of the seasons in ‘On Receiving News’ pro-
vides a temporal conception in which the event takes its designated place, but
strangely, since the natural pattern seems aberrant: Winter comes in Summer,
devastating war in plentiful August. Any cognisance of the sense this system
makes seems to be reserved, suspended in a dimension beyond the poet’s ken.
‘No man knows why’, after all,

Some spirit old
Hath turned with malign kiss
Our lives to mould.”

‘Some spirit old’: the reference plays for associations through the Genesis
legends of the Hebrew Wisdom books, which mythologise variously that spirit
of original malignity. It is not with the force of a moral hortative, however,
that Rosenberg invokes such aboriginal calamity. The antique mysteriousness
of that spirit appears as its most compelling element, for him and his reader.
It is a quality that frames and fables the special incomprehensibility of this
particular war.

Rosenberg’s importance may be sized in ratio to the immense efforts the
mainstream culture of Britain undertook to make its war acceptable. The
breach Rosenberg’s poetry opens in the scheme of received meanings and
reasons locates the creative space of much of the major work of the English
war. The circumstances under which those consensus understandings were
constructed may be rehearsed, then, with a view to establishing the occasion
in which this literature of essential record assumed its resistant shape, its
exceptional significance.

By the intellectual values of its partisan tradition, the War Government of
the Liberal Party was compelled to provide moral rationales for any military
action. This imperative stemmed from its Victorian precedents, most notably

2 Ibid., p. 70. B Ibid., p. 124.
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from Prime Minister W. E. Gladstone. The code had been broken by the
most influential members of the War Cabinet, however. Prime Minister H. H.
Asquith and his Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey conceived British needs
strategically, primarily, and, since 1906, had moved Britain into a series of
continental alliances. Their agreements had to be kept secret, however, due
to the ongoing hegemony of Gladstonian standards in the public discussion of
policy. These agreements would nonetheless necessitate British involvement
in a Buropean war, when it eventuated, but the strategic motives would then
need to be replaced, at least in public, with ethical rationales. The lack of valid
matter here resulted in case-making efforts of the most strenuous kind. The
grandiosity of these hortative formulations — a moral War for Civilisation, for
Progress, for Democratic Tolerance, for the Rights of Small Nations, and so
on-—exposed the holiness of cause as the hollowest of logics.™ The crisis of those
majority values and practices represents a condition in which all the work of
substantial and lasting record participates. This connection may be evidenced
first in the best-known examples of the English war memoir, which, in the
documentary quality the genre features, adds historical memory to personal
recollection and, in this expanded awareness, relives the import of the war in
political and cultural history as well as individual experience.

Robert Graves’s Good-bye to All That (1929) frames its war-story (roughly,
its middle third) within an autobiography that offers a background narrative
and a record of subsequent developments. What Graves takes through the
trenches with him is the officer- and governing-class orientation of his gener-
ation, which has been formed in the long heyday of British Liberalism. But
Graves’s personal temperament positions him at the off-angle to standard lib-
eral values: in his youth he avidly — and defiantly — consumes Samuel Butler’s
Erewhon, a distopia (making an anagram from the nowhere of u-topos as its
title lead) that belies any belief in progress through scientific rationalism, that
particularly liberal faith,” the one which the unforeseeable atrocity of mass
technological war would discredit so heavily. Accordingly, and especially in
memory, Graves orients the younger version of himself towards the war as the
defining crisis of Liberalism. The first casualty he names takes on the loaded

4 Government documents reveal the existence of the secret agreements; see E. D. Morel,
Truth and the War (London: National Labour Press, 1916), esp. pp. 273-300. The verbal
construction of the war by the Liberal Government, in particular the establishment of
the ethical case and the elaboration of its rationalistic language, is followed through the
partisan journalism by Irene Cooper Willis, How We Went into the War: A Study of Liberal
Idealism (Manchester: National Labour Press, 1918), esp. “The Holy War’, pp. 86-141.

> Robert Graves, Good-bye to All That (1929), 2nd edn (1957; New York: Doubleday, 1989),
p. 69.
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associations of a strong partisan legacy: ‘a Liberal M.P, Second-Lieutenant
W. G. Gladstone.. . . a grandson of old Gladstone, whom he resembled in fea-
ture, and Lord-Lieutenant of his county’. The fate Gladstonian Liberalism
suffers in the history Graves prefigures with this initial death is detailed fur-
ther in an adjacent passage, where he pauses over the preserved antiquity
of his regiment’s name: ““Welch” referred us somehow to the archaic North
Wales of Henry Tudor and Owen Glendower and Lord Herbert of Cherbury,
the founder of the Regiment; it dissociated us from the modern North Wales
of chapels, Liberalism, the dairy and drapery business, slate mines, and the
tourist trade’.”® The commitment to prosperity in the commercial middle class
avowed nineteenth-century Liberalism’s confidence in material progress, and
Graves’s report of this social code (including the probity of its Gladstonian,
‘chapels” morality) includes a testament of the reverse turn his own experi-
ence will take. The zoning of emotional associations in regimental history in
particular, in general a shift to the pre-modern past as the centre of affective
attention: this frame of reference replaces the forward orientations of rational
‘progress’. The undoing of this machinery of received meanings lends Graves'’s
record of his experience its exceptionally representative strength.

“The Illogical Element in English Poetry’, the BA paper Graves went on
to write after his return in 1919 to Oxford (published subsequently as Poetic
Unreason), claims the importance of a sub-rational language for literature.”
This is the mature youth’s scholarly riposte to the majority values of English
Liberalism, which have authored the moral reasoning for the war in docu-
ments whose logic has been disproved. Out of the ruins of that strained and
degraded rationalism, Graves is attempting to renew the language of litera-
ture. But the trouble in coming up with a speech for unreason can hardly be
gainsaid. Graves’s own prose seems incapable of being deflected from the im-
peccable measures of its own neo-Classical sanitas. This fact does not discredit
his critique, but it raises the issue of the ownership of the literary idiom by
established values and, in this way, underscores the real challenge in talking
back.

This difficulty finds its most indicative instance perhaps in the work com-
monly regarded as the exemplary equal of Graves’s work in the genre, Siegfried
Sassoon’s Memoirs of an Infantry Officer (1930). This novel-memoir (middle en-
try in the trilogy The Memoirs of George Sherston) rises to the crisis of its author’s
own great climacteric — the public statement which Sassoon’s process of disil-
lusionment with the war, recorded as the main story in this narrative, has led

6 Ibid., pp. 74, 85-6. 7 Ibid., p. 320.
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him to make. Its occasion is arranged through a series of well-placed acquain-
tances, beginning with the editor of the liberal literary weekly the Nation, here
the unambiguously renamed Unconservative Weekly. Sherston meets this Mr
Markington at a club Sassoon labels ‘the Mecca of the Liberal Party’, and he
is led thence into the more heavily mentoring presence of Thornton Tyrrell,
who is Bertrand Russell, doyen and philosophical powerhouse of Liberal paci-
fism."™ Here is the intellectual elite of a dissident wing of political Liberalism,
whose long-deliberated case and carefully fashioned language exert an irre-
sistible influence on Sassoon’s personage, who, in turn, takes over the wording
of their resistance position. The manifesto is not unfelt, nor inexpressive: the
case it makes against the war as an effort lacking strategic reasoning as well as
moral rationale conveys the great indignation its author has earned in his ser-
vice to the causes he disavows here. In the process of its making, however, the
statement leaves Sherston feeling as though he were attempting to memorise
a foreign language, and its alien bearing to the witness he wishes to give is an
insistent, growing, lasting recognition." For it is a language committed to the
values and practices of rationalism. And where it misses the inner gestalt of
Sherston’s combat reality, it also reveals its pre-emptory command over the ex-
ternal, public circumstance of political discourse. It owns both the policy logic
of the partisan war and the record of its most devoted, professional objection.

In this situation Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War (1928) recovers the
urgency of an attempt to listen for meanings ‘beneath’ the audible range of
those normative discourses. In this effort to represent an inherently — and
increasingly — ‘reasonless’ war,** Blunden develops an idea he draws from clas-
sical antiquity: the Roman Mars, before his service as a war god, was originally
a fertility spirit. This double function of creation and destruction reflects an
understanding that defies the usual attitudes towards war in liberal moder-
nity, which tends to regard organised violence as a regrettable exception to the
otherwise benign, perfectible potential of humankind. (The special ‘case’ —
casus, ‘fall’ — that this lapse from the ideal represents to a liberal sensibility
occasions the need to provide some overriding ethical reason for it.) Blunden’s
anthropological scholarship gives him an imaginative language in which he
can approach an awareness otherwise unspeakable in his day, at least to its
reigning Liberal deities.

8 Siegfried Sassoon, Memoirs of an Infantry Officer (1930; London: Faber & Faber, 1965),
pp. 193, 195, 199 ff.

' Ibid., pp. 200 ff., esp. pp. 202, 211, 218.

** Edmund Blunden, Undertones of War (1928; New York: Harcourt Brace, 1965), ‘Introduc-
tion’ (1965), p. 6.
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‘[TThe red god Mars’ is too ‘often worshipped, or at least made obeisance
to’,” Blunden protests in his ‘Introduction’, signalling the obvious prominence
of bloody war under this god’s patronage. This divinity’s coincidence with
the green spirit, however, locates the imagery and substance of the difficult
recognition to which Blunden’s speaker must accede. A Georgian Liberal
idealist (of sorts), he initially resists the recognition by remarking, for instance,
how ‘the lizard ran warless in the warm dust’, or how the ‘green fields and
plumy grey-green trees’ of a back area reveal the matériel of war as a ‘trifling
interruption” only. But he is compelled soon to conclude that the sanctuary
is phantasmal, that ‘the defence of a country must be miles in depth’.** This
recognition adduces one stunning image after another, as scenes of vegetal
abundance appear, even — or especially — in their extreme virulence, all too
complicit with the deathly energy of war: ‘Over Coldstream Lane, the chief
communication trench, deep red poppies, blue and white cornflowers and
darnel thronged the way to destruction.” The “pilgrim’ motif Blunden assigns
his counterpart moves this character-in-voice through a typical coming-of-age
fable, but the development includes a special recognition of green childhood’s
convergence on bloody adulthood, of playfield on battle plain: ‘but put back
the blanket, a garden gate, opening into a battle field".”

Blunden’s rhetorical art conveys the impression that his speaker reaches
these illiberal truths in the solitude of pastoral meditation. A number of textual
references, however, confirm his place within a broader culture of scepticism
about the partisan war. These titles provide a record of the crisis — the really
critical condition — into which the dominant logic of the majority attitude has
passed.

C. E. Montague’s memoir Disenchantment (1922) draws upon the author’s
pre-war career as leader-writer for the Liberal Manchester Guardian. This back-
ground gives his expression of ‘disenchantment’ the condensed, bitter elo-
quence of a betrayed member of the partisan faithful. “There’s reason in ev-
erything’, Montague rues with mournful irony in his heckling echo of the
formulas of rationalisation that the Liberal leadership applied to the war.>
The ‘reason’ through which its causes were spoken had ceased to mean any-
thing recognisable, as the consequences reached areas of the previously un-
thinkable, the unimaginably sordid. Montague’s inwardness with the tradition

' Ibid., p. 8. For the double character of Mars, see W. Warde Fowler, The Religious Experience
of the Roman People: From the Earliest Times to the Age of Augustus (1911; New York: Cooper
Square, 1971), pp. 131-3.

> Blunden, Undertones of War, pp. 28, 39. » Ibid., pp. 48, 77.

* C. E. Montague, Disenchantment (1922; London: Chatto & Windus, 1934), pp. 194, 196,
205. Blunden refers to Montague’s memoir in Undertones, p. 179.
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being compromised speaks sometimes in partisan code. ‘Our Moderate
Satanists’, for instance, title of the chapter in which he addresses those party
intellectuals who have turned to support the war, recalls ‘Our Liberal Prac-
ticioners’, the summary chapter in Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy:
the ‘reason and justice’ refrain of Victorian Liberalism provides the words
of Arnold’s — also an ex-Liberal’s — vindictive mimicry® This parody lan-
guage of Liberal rationality has established itself so extensively, however, that
Montague does not confine his views to a cryptic script. He spells them out
angrily in his round-up account of war-time writing: oddly straitened logic,
daffily rationalised statistics, bizarre novelties of argument and case-making —
these are now routine atrocities in the Liberal press.*®

Another reference in Undertones identifies Blunden as a reader of the
Cambridge Magazine. University humorists took on the logical folly of the war
party with a remorselessly mordant wit. They ‘took off” the official lingo on a
range of policy issues, most notably those of relevance to young men of mil-
itary age — conscription, for chief instance, where the contradiction inherent
in an attempt to make ‘compulsion” compatible with freely reasoned choice
received the rebuking spoof it was due.?

If Blunden’s citations measure the extent of informed dissent in Liberal
Britain, these references also acknowledge — in the constant topic of their
riposte — the encompassing power of that dominant, majority consciousness.
The tenacity with which its fundamental assumptions are maintained over the
course of the war may be sensed in the work of the leadingliterary Liberal, H. G.
Wells, most notably in Mr Britling Sees It Through (1916). This eponymous hero
centres a fictional history of Britain at war that is, also, Wells’s quintessentially
Liberal apology for the policy.

Opposed beforehand, like Wells and many other Liberals, who initially re-
jected the ethical reasons as superficial, Britling is converted, like most British
Liberals, and promotes the pro-war case with a passionate rationalism. This
residual uncertainty is compensated for in Britling’s formulation of Liberal
policy in a fashion equally representative and revealingly extravagant: this
is a document indicative of a common party predicament, outrageously (as
usually) addressed. An attempt to explain and justify the war thus brings

» Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, ed. . Dover Wilson (1932; Cambridge University
Press, 1969), pp. 223—4, 254.

¢ Montague, Disenchantment, esp. p. 120.

7 See, for example, “The Duty of Suicide — Fiat Justitia Ruat Caelum’, Cambridge Magazine,
18 November 1916, p. 143. Blunden refers to the journal in Undertones, p. 169.
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Britling — Wells — to write ‘An Anatomy of Hate’, an exercise in the genre of
scientific positivism that is conducted to rigorous standards of linear, propo-
sitional logic. The notion this treatise proposes, however, is fetched from
possibilities — like the war being argued for — far from the centre of the old
Liberal conscience. ““Is there not”, [Britling] now asked himself plainly, “a
creative and corrective impulse behind all hate? Is not this malignity indeed
only the ape-like precursor of the great disciplines of a creative state?””*® This
argument represents in substance and method a cartooning parody of the twin
liberal standards of creative evolution and progressive reason. Wells’s Britling
reinscribes the highest principles of liberal tradition in a manner consistent,
nonetheless, with their current animadversion. Itisan accurate travesty. Wells’s
unwillingness to admit the comic downturn of his intellectual tradition, how-
ever, measures the embedded strength of Liberalism, at least on this level of
presumptive understandings.

While the logical folly in Wells’s book constitutes a kind of sombre, invol-
untary comedy of contemporary Liberalism, this consciousness is framed as
the aim and target of the Anglo-German Tory, Ford Madox (Hueffer) Ford, in
his sequence of war novels, Parade’s End. The political drama revolves around
Ford’s protagonist and (sometime) counterpart, the déclassé English aristocrat
Christopher Tietjens. His (precariously) landed values are countered by the
designs of a typical arriviste figure, here the cartoon character of a timely and
opportunistic Liberalism, Vincent Macmaster, who begins the series in the
typical Liberal position of resisting the imminent war. His conversion is swift,
complete and much to his benefit. By the end of the first novel he has been
knighted, and by the beginning of the third Sir Vincent Macmaster has become
‘Principal Secretary to H. M. Department of Statistics’.* The triumph Vincent
Macmaster scores as the unsubtle, doubled significance of his name has been
won along the standard Liberal way: his work in the Department of Statistics
echoes to the background sound of falsified reports, pseudo-logic and sham
rationale that characterised partisan justifications of the war effort.

Add this record of the Liberal hegemony to the chronicles of Montague
and the Cambridge Magazine, then to the monumental confidence of Wells.
The conventional sensibility reveals its summary dimensions. This momentin

* H. G. Wells, Mr Britling Sees It Through (1916; London: Hogarth Press, 1985), pp. 284 ff.,
206.

* Ford Madox Ford, Parade’s End (New York: Knopf, 1992), p. 549; this volume contains the
texts of the four war novels, Some Do Not (1924), No More Parades (1925), A Man Could Stand
Up (1926) and The Last Post (1928).
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political and cultural time defines a crisis in traditional values as sizable as the
opportunity it affords is daunting. It is the substantial challenge that Graves
and Sassoon locate in their own underdeveloped projects, which would con-
solidate some alternative to the established language of Liberal rationalism.
A literary idiom in which reason speaks against itself? A new usage, where
the standards and practices of rationalism collapse into some expression of
unlikely sense? Not in Ford’s novel, which, in the main, remains true to a fairly
standard syntactic logic. But Ford’s double identity in literary history — a sort
of half-Modernist, an elder member of the generation whose advance aware-
ness he does not always complement with a correspondingly experimental
temper — may be reclaimed usefully and revealingly here. For Ford presents
the recognition his younger contemporaries will turn into a verbal art that
distinguishes the most representatively ‘modernist” work of this moment.

If the suffix in Modernism signifies anything, it means being ‘modern’ in
more than a chronological way. It suggests a more intense present, some
heightened because self-conscious awareness of this modernity, which hinges
on a feeling of difference from what has gone before. The interruption the Great
War represents in the mainstream traditions of liberal modernity is uttered in
the language of London Modernism, in the physical body and semiological
tissue of its literary usage, which is conceived to the timeliest of conceits: all
in all, a sort of reasonable nonsense. Far from trivial in its iteration, this idiom
echoes to the background of a civilisation collapsing, all too rationally.?°

This is the novel prosody the major Modernist poetry of the moment
develops concurrently, in 1917, in Ezra Pound’s Homage to Sextus Propertius
and T. S. Eliot’s quatrain verse. Their work finds its consonance in an all too
logical folie, a wry jouissance of reason gone awry. Eliot’s quatrain art concocts
a rhetorical fiction of particularly sagacious high-jinks, sententious absurdity.
His tautly formed stanzas employ normative syntax and mechanical metre to
create a feeling of reasoned meditation that dissolves constantly, however, into
imponderable propositions, unpronounceable words. As in ‘Mr Eliot’s Sunday
Morning Service’:

Polyphiloprogenitive

The sapient sutlers of the Lord
Drift across the window-panes.
In the beginning was the Word.

3 This argument is developed through the several contexts of literary and political history
by Vincent Sherry, The Great War and the Language of Modernism (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2003).
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In the beginning was the Word.
Superfetation of 76 £v,

And at the mensual turn of time,
Produced enervate Origen.*"

Pound’s Roman poet responded to the literary politics ofhis own Augustan day,
exhibiting a kind of resisting reciprocity with its commissioned idioms. Pound’s
creative translation cues his riposte to the wit he signals in the invocation of
his particular, timely, muse:

Out-weariers of Apollo will, as we know, continue their Martian generalities,
We have kept our erasers in order.**

The wording is almost wholly interpolated; the joke is all Pound’s: Apollo, the
god of logic (as well as poetry and music), has been wearied and worn out in
this war, but not by generals, rather by the ‘generalities” of Mars. These are
the political discourses of Liberal conflict — statements that wear a hole in the
language, in the logos, in the very logic of words. Pound’s critical perception
resonates as poetic usage in this heroic catalogue, for typical instance, where
the first (interpolated) word injects a note of reasoned sequence, which the
rest of the recitation hardly bears out:

For Orpheus tamed the wild beasts —
and held up the Thracian river;
And Citheron shook up the rocks by Thebes
and danced them into a bulwark at his pleasure,
And you, O Polyphemus? Did harsh Galatea almost
Turn to your dripping horses, because of a tune, under Aetna?
We must look into the matter.

Pound is using the idiom of his contemporary persona, the logic of his own
parole, to assume some ready and available meaning for those obscure classical
allusions that are the basic imaginative language of the poem. This knowing-
ness is as concocted as the rhetorical question in which Pound concentrates
this note of meaning- and reason-seemingness. A tone new to his developing
range, as it is to Eliot’s, it locates the timely element in the major Modernist
poetry of the moment.

3 T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems, 1909-1962 (1963; London: Faber & Faber, 1974), p. 57; first
published in September 1918.

3 EzraPound, Personae: Collected Shorter Poems of Ezra Pound (1926), rev. edn, ed. Lea Baechler
and A. Walton Litz (New York: New Directions, 1990), p. 205; first published serially
through 1919.

3 Pound, Personae, p. 206.
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The use Virginia Woolf will make of this opportunity may be projected from
a reconnaissance she takes in April 1917, in “The Mark on the Wall’. Musing on
the activities of ‘novelists in future’, she interrupts herself thus:

— but these generalisations are very worthless. The military sound of the
word is enough. It recalls leading articles, cabinet ministers —a whole class of
things indeed which as a child one thought the thing itself, the standard thing,
the real thing, from which one could not depart save at the risk of nameless
damnation. Generalisations bring back somehow Sunday in London, Sunday
afternoon walks, Sunday luncheons.. . . 3

Echoing Pound’s ‘Martian generalities’, Woolf’s ‘generalisations’ present the
new idiom of total war, a context ‘the military sound of the word’ specifies.
This usage echoes in particular to the language of official rationales; of policy
documents and partisan briefs; of ‘leading articles’ and ‘cabinet ministers’.
Whereas the Anglo-American poets relate to this linguistic situation strategi-
cally, with the opportunism of ex-colonials, a constellation of objects known
and rituals remembered revolves for Woolf around the words now ceasing
to cohere. For Virginia Stephen Woolf had been born, as Sir Leslie Stephen’s
daughter, if not to the preferred gender, at least within the clerisy of cultural
liberalism. The ‘nameless damnation’ she fears as punishment for transgress-
ing that former order is indeed the damnation of namelessness, the fate she
must face as one raised in the formidable traditions of rationalist language. In
advance, she claims the major ambition and dare of the Modernist project she
consummates — the nerve and courage of her own emergent attempt to speak
reason against itself.

In her major linguistic inventions of the 1920s, Woolf evolves a prosody of
the mock-logical, a grammar of the pseudo-propositional. A typical, prefigur-
ing instance occurs in the opening sentence of her 1922 narrative, her first
modernist novel, Jacob’s Room. ““So of course”, wrote Betty Flanders, pressing
her heels rather further in the sand, “there was nothing for it but to leave.”’®
“So of course’: the gesture of logical conclusion that opens this novel includes
already a sense of its ending, the death in the Great War of Betty Flanders’s son
Jacob, an immanence projected from the beginning of this family-chronicle
novel through a name that goes to one of the most charged, valorised sites
of the recent conflict. The one matter of narrative and logical course in this
novel is the inevitability of an event otherwise, however, mainly unnamed in

3 In Susan Dick, ed., The Complete Shorter Fiction of Virginia Woolf, 2nd edn (San Diego:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch, 1989), p. 86; first published in July 1917.
¥ Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room (1922; San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch, 1990), p. 7.
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the story. The War is presented ever at the oblique angle of the extreme trope,
or in moments of apparently chance evocation like a family name. And then,
here is Versailles’,® goes the whole of a one-sentence paragraph in the midst
of the continental tour Jacob undertakes in early summer 1914, where the for-
ward import of the war, formally concluded in the Versailles Treaty of 1919,
can hardly be claimed in narrative time. What the novel traps again and again
is the inadequacy of language to the salient fact of the war, specifically of the
rationalistic language it puts forward in so conspicuous and exposed a position
at its outset, or through a usage like “Versailles’, the monument of a first Age
of Reason involved now in the collapse of a second. A parsing of the syntax in
the especially expressive passages in Mrs Dalloway (1925) and To the Lighthouse
(1927), her other major novels of the decade, reveals a steady pressure being
exerted against the constraints of the rationalistic language her sentences oth-
erwise observe on their surfaces. These narratives enact a verbal ceremony of
the ongoing end of that major value of liberal modernity — an end she cen-
tres with ostensible and insistent references to the war, not only to its human
victims but also to its constructions in the political culture of Liberalism.
Woolf’s representations of the war’s Liberal character(s) find a summary
instance in her depiction of the events of early August 1914, in Jacob’s Room,
which recounts her perception of the gendered dimension of the political en-
terprise. This Whitehall scene features ‘the sixteen gentlemen, lifting their pens
or turning perhaps rather wearily in their chairs’, who ‘decreed that the course
of history should shape itself this way or that way, being manfully determined,
as their faces showed, to impose some coherency upon Rajahs and Kaisers and
the mutterings in bazaars’.¥’ The crisis that an identifiably (or self-assigned)
‘male’ reason meets in rationalising this war shows mostlocally and affectively,
in Woolf’s literary record, in Mrs Dalloway, in her representation of the com-
bat experience of her male protagonist. In these martial circumstances, and
in response to conventional expectations, Septimus Warren Smith ‘developed
manliness’; in reacting to the death of his officer and friend, Evans, Smith
‘congratulated himself upon feeling very little and very reasonably. The War
had taught him. It was sublime’.?® The inadequacy of this rationalist attitude
is manifest, and its extravagant failure goes as well, and most notably, to an
unravelling of its establishing personality of ‘manliness’. This incident offers a
signal instance of a widely working influence in the social culture of the English
war, all in all, a reimagining and recasting of conventional gender identities.

3 Ibid., p. 128. 7 Ibid., p. 172.
38 Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (1925; rpt San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch, 1990),
p. 86.
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The intimation elsewhere of a homoerotic quality in the bond between
Smith and Evans may be taken as an indication of a new range of expres-
sive revelation, in the literary record of the war, of male sexual affection.
The representation of these feelings included homosexual as well as homo-
erotic elements, that is, manifestations through overt sexual behaviour as well
as expressions of sheer physical appeal, bodily fondness, etc. While attrac-
tion could be exerted by characters ‘manly’ by customary signs, the various
circumstances of the war, ranging from the “unmanning’ of its rhetorical au-
thority to the feminising’ of soldiers in the intimate, day-by-day situation of
stationary warfare, all contributed to an opening of areas of male feeling pre-
viously closed by conventional proscription. Memories of tenderness new to
the experience of their recorders appear frequently on the pages of unpub-
lished letters and diaries, variously from the officer class and soldiers of other
ranks, in the archives of the Imperial War Museum. Clarified, intensified, eroti-
cised or sexualised to differing degrees, these feelings of male attraction also
generate a literature as extensive as the list of major names in the canon of
British war writing: Graves, Sassoon, Owen, Brooke, Gurney and David Jones,
among others. The purity of the pathos of foregone love between men, the
condition establishing the vocal character and expressive value of Gurney’s
“To His Love’, may contrast manifestly with the register in Owen’s poetry, say,
where a thwarted, self-censoring force often contorts the erotic impulse into
a laborious ceremonial of dead, or deathly, sexuality. ‘Red lips are not so red /
As the stained stones kissed by the English dead’.** Even the beauty of epicene
youth in Owen’s Arms and the Boy” presents an attraction that is magnified
by the countermanding, reprimanding voice, which punishes or threatens this
affection, seemingly, by menacing the body of a love still unable to speak its
name: ‘Let the boy try along this bayonet-blade/How cold steel is, and keen
with hunger of blood’.#° But if the resistance indicated here also measures the
pressure of the instigation, a fair assessment may be taken of the demand these
newly realised feelings were making for more direct expression.

The opportunities the war afforded women in the way of new work eventu-
ated, it is well known, in the acquisition of their long-sought right of suffrage
and, in the franchise, the capacity of potentially meaningful social representa-
tion. Self-representation in writing is also occurring with a new breadth and
exceptional depth of literary activity by women. Whether or not the ‘combat
status’ of a writer authorises his or her record in some exceptional way (it does
not), the representation women made of their work in the war effort has drawn

3 Owen, ‘Greater Love’, Collected Poems, p. 41. 4 Ibid., p. 43.
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steadily increasing attention from literary historians. What may be featured
here is the critical witness some women were giving to the existing political
discourses which, until 1918, and at least so far as the vote was concerned,
still officially excluded them. The externality of perspective their outsider
status conferred on them (as on the Anglo-American poets, Woolf’s fellow
Modernists) also provided the advantaging circumstance for this critique.
Founding editor of the Freewoman (1911), subsequently the New Freewoman
(1913) and the Egoist (from 1914), Dora Marsden took her perspective on English
politics from the vantage of a sometimes radical feminism. Her critique of the
Liberal hegemony worked diversely, most searchingly in her analysis of the
assumptions of its rationalist language, which, in her perception, exhibited the
worst proclivities of Nominalism. The Liberal era was, for her, ‘the verbal age’,
and the possibilities to which it consecrated its monuments of hope and policy
were the projections of a wholly linguistic way of thinking. When the old Lib-
eral testament of a sheerly verbalist reason comes undone under the burden of
the war, Marsden registers its defeat with the eloquent concision of her own
vindication. Thus on 1 September 1914 she hears the expression of the official
‘Reasons for this War” as just so much ‘cant’. She expands this understanding
two weeks later, calculating the extent of the damage done to the language of
rationalism by the agents of thislatter-day Gladstonianism. Rehearsing the now
established moralistic arguments for the war, she repeats the response to the
question “Why We English Fight? by Lord Rosebery: *

335

To maintain”, he pro-
posed, “the sanctity ofinternational law in Europe™. She expatiates: ““Mumbo-
jumbo, Law and Mesopotamia” can always be relied on to work all the tricks,
and cloak all the spoof.’# Her parody of this Liberal imperialist is clarifying as
well as caricaturing: his is the non-sense logic in which a long-endowed, well-
established male rationalism uttered the antic rant of its collapse. It is a critical
perception shared and augmented in the account of Irene Cooper Willis. She
conducted a searching archaeology of the contemporary record, ranging from
daily journalism to diplomatic correspondence, collecting and analysing these
materials in How We Went into the War: A Study of Liberal Idealism (1918).4
Marsden’s Egoist, the journal of Anglo-American Modernism in its nascent
day, represents a staging area for reactions, at once intellectual and imaginative,
to this breakdown in the traditions of public reason in liberal modernity. Even
within London Modernism, however, the response was composite, various.
Wyndham Lewis, premier representative of the English avant-garde in his

4 Dora Marsden, ‘Views and Comments’, Egoist, 1 September 1914, p. 324; "Views and Com-
ments,” Egoist, 15 September 1914, p. 344.
4 See n. 14.
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work as Vorticist and editor of Blast, drew an energy of self-presentation from
the resources of cultural and political nationalism, like many artists in the
European avant-garde; like many Futurists, he compounded this persona with
the masculinist values being hazarded, Woolf was correct in observing, with
the collapse of rationalism: he appears unwilling to exploit the critical condition
of ‘male’ reason in English Liberalism.* David Jones, whose In Parenthesis (1937)
models itself on the already accomplished Modernism of Eliot, presents a rich
and dense evocation of the author’s service on the Western Front; its verse-
with-prose experiment hardly seems second-hand, but this neo-Modernist
work witnesses no evident attention to Liberal England’s disability — as an
instigating condition of new writing.** The novel quality in Modernist response
to this extraordinary moment in history is fostered by a sense of difference, an
awareness in particular of the disabled claims of the formerly majority values of
Liberal rationalism. The male ownership of thatlanguage helps to make female
Modernist writing a register equally rare and fine of this timely difference.
Rebecca West’s Return of the Soldier (1918) takes the story its title announces
as the occasion for her male character’s experience of personal estrangement
from the England he left in 1914. The ‘dissociation’ or ‘memory fugue’ from
which Captain Chris Baldry is suffering has shifted his centre of remembered
value from Baldry Court, the ancestral demesne in which he lived before
the war with his wife. He recovers an earlier and humbler love, one whose
authenticity lies in its being unscripted to the customs dominating the quasi-
public character of life at Baldry Court. That locale shows its emblematic
quality in his wife Kitty, whose beauty, which compels men to ever greater
exertions in order to please her, is described as a “civilizing” force, the same
value for which Chris has fought in England’s Great Liberal War. His inability
to recognise the image of this now forgone authority registers the difference
the war actually made in the code of meanings that dominated the mainstream
experience of Liberal political culture. The salient value of ‘reasonableness’
in that convention appears in West’s extraordinarily perceptive record as the
weird, eerie reasonableness of a former norm now unrecognised, its once
presumptive authority a memory unremembered. The lie the Great War for
English Civilisation gave to the Liberal standard of reason in all things is the
truth to which West gives her own exemplary testament as a female Modernist.

4 Lewis censors the practice of pseudo-logic in “T. S. Eliot: the Pseudo-Believer’, in Men
without Art (London: Cassell, 1934), pp. 65-100.

4 David Jones, In Parenthesis (1937; London: Faber & Faber, 1982).

4 Rebecca West, The Return of the Soldier (1918), 2nd edn (1980; New York: Carroll & Graf,
1990), P. 154.
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Trauma and war memory

DEBORAH PARSONS

“We should have done well, I think, to be satisfied with the aspect of peace’,
Virginia Woolf wrote from Richmond on 12 November 1918, describing the
grey, wet day that met the armistice of World War I with weary solemnity.
Arriving in London, however, the euphoria of the loud and drunken crowds
carousing in the rain struck her as nervy and strained. “There was no centre, no
form for all this wandering emotion to take’, she noted, ‘in everyone’s mind the
same restlessness and inability to settle down, & yet discontent with whatever
it was possible to do.”™ For those who had survived the conflict, jubilation
would quickly give way to a growing sense of dislocation and indeterminacy.
The confident Edwardian world that had approached war in 1914 had by now
dissolved into myth, and, surveying its ruins, modern society faced a crisis of
belief and identity.

The disintegration of nineteenth-century assumptions of progress, order
and the stability of self and nationhood had, of course, been heralded well
before. In the years immediately prior to the conflict, the avant-garde move-
ments of Futurism, Imagism and Vorticism were vociferous in proclaiming
their determined dissociation from the past, condemning the enervating effect
of bourgeois tradition and rejecting historical consciousness for the immedi-
acy of the modern. Recalling the creative energy of the London literary scene
of the time in his memoir Return to Yesterday, for example, Ford Madox Ford
depicts the young artist ‘D.Z." (a caricature of Wyndham Lewis), exultingly
announcing to the older writer: ‘Finished! Exploded! Done for! Blasted in fact.
Your generation has gone. [ ... ] You stand for Impressionism. It is gone. [ ... ]
This is the day of Cubism, Futurism, Vorticism. What people want is me, not
you.” It was one thing to protest against the weight of history when its power
and influence was oppressively evident, however, and quite another to do so

! Virginia Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, ed. Anne Olivier Bell, 5 vols. (London: Hogarth
Press, 1977-84), vol. 1, 1915-1919 (1977), p. 217.
* Ford Madox Ford, Return to Yesterday (1931; Manchester: Carcanet Press, 1999), p. 311.
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when it seemed irretrievably lost. The moment when ‘Ezra and his gang of
young lions raged through London’ was brief. Ford’s reminiscences end with
the retrospective knowledge that ‘louder Blasts soon drowned them out and
put back the hands of the clock to somewhere a good deal the other side of
mere Impressionism’.?> With the onset of war Edwardian England was made
acutely aware of the aggressive forces of modernity and had little sympathy
for the violent idiom of Futurist or Vorticist radicalism.

Patriotic rhetoric at the beginning of the war depended on a generation
brought up with abstractions of heroism and glory that would fight for its
threatened ‘Englishness’. By the disillusionment of 1916, however, and the
losses of the Somme and Passchendaele, the seeds of destruction were being
recognised within the blind moribundity of ‘cultured, leisured Europe before
the war’ itself.* Nevertheless, it was the war that undoubtedly represented
the culmination of such change, and came to stand for the point of shattering
rupture with a previous era. ‘Adult lives were cut sharply into three sections —
pre-war, war, and post-war’, Richard Aldington recalled; ‘It is curious — perhaps
not so curious — but many people will tell you that whole areas of the pre-
war lives have become obliterated from their memories.” Estranged from its
recent history by the social and psychological chasm of the war years, post-
war Europe became pathologically preoccupied with its ability (and inability)
to forget and to remember. ‘Never again, for me and my generation’, Vera
Brittain observed in Testament of Youth, sounding the prevalent tone of these
years, ‘was there to be any festival the joy of which no cloud would darken
and no remembrance invalidate.”

National reconstruction, social and cultural as well as economic, was high
on the post-war political agenda. Its principles were at once recovery and
revision; a re-establishment of the past status quo, alongside a reconception
of that past from the perspective of a reformed present. Acts of official com-
memoration and closure endeavoured to give shape and form to public grief,
integrating the war into a historical narrative of heroism, patriotism and sacri-
fice in the service of a higher cause. This all-but hopeless task was characterised
by a new impulse towards national historiography, and at the same time a pro-
found scepticism towards its success, exemplified by E. M. Forster’s complaint
against H. G. Wells’s determinedly reconstructionary and immensely popular
Outline of History (1920) that: ‘Our “own times” as they are ironically termed,

3 Ibid., p. 312.

4 George Bernard Shaw, Heartbreak House (1919; London: Penguin, 1964), p. 7.

> Richard Aldington, Death of a Hero (1929; London: Hogarth Press, 1964), p. 224.
¢ Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth (1933; London: Virago, 1978), p. o1.
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are anything but ours; it is as though a dead object, huge and incomprehensi-
ble, had fallen across the page, which no historical arts can arrange, and which
bewilders us as much by its shapelessness as by its size.” It was not until the
end of the decade, marked by a flush of memoirs including Aldington’s Death
of a Hero, Robert Graves’s Goodbye to All That (1929), Irene Rathbone’s We That
Were Young (1932) and Brittain’s Testament of Youth (1933), that the war and all that
ithad destroyed seems able to have been narrated and mourned as past. These
works, as their titles and others like them indicate, swiftly consolidated the
generational myth of the Great War, an elegiac and acutely classed narrative of
radiant youth sent to its death by the ‘botched civilization’ of an older social
order.® In the meantime, however, the war and its aftermath remained a gap or
absence in history that resisted representation. The early post-war years, dom-
inated by psychological bewilderment and social and economic uncertainty,
were a limbo period in which the intensity of horror and loss could not be
integrated into normal understanding. “Those who have attempted to convey
any real war experience, sincerely, unsentimentally, avoiding any ready-made
attitudes (pseudo-heroic or pacifist or quasi-humorous)’, Aldington observed
in 1926, ‘must have felt the torturing sense of something incommunicable.™

Fragmentation and reconstruction

The haunting legacy of the war on the processes of memory and represen-
tation was integral to the emerging cultural identity and imagination of the
1920s. Resisting representation in conventional historical narrative, its trauma
demanded expression in new writerly forms and strategies. By 1918 both the
neo-Romantic pastoralism of the Georgians and the protestations of the avant-
garde were giving way to a new cultural and literary mood. The short-lived
but suggestively titled journal New Paths, for example, was tellingly dedicated
to artists and writers who had been lost to the war, ‘those gallant gentlemen
who, but for having died in the service of their country, would have been pio-
neers along the new paths of literature and art’, a list headed by Rupert Brooke
and the Vorticist sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska."® But Brooke and Gaudier-
Brzeska, along with T. E. Hulme, were now gone, and Siegfried Sassoon’s
angry verses were being dismissed by critics as deserving of sympathy as

7 E. M. Forster, ‘Mr Wells” “Outline™, Athenaeum, 19 November 1920, p. 690.

8 Ezra Pound, Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, in Collected Shorter Poems (London: Faber & Faber,
1968), p. 208.

9 Richard Aldington, Review of Herbert Read, In Retreat, Criterion, 4 (April 1926), p. 363.

° Quoted in Samuel Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (London:
Bodley Head, 1990).
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the work of a soldier, yet not of praise as the work of an artist.” In their
place were already new pioneers and different directions, and with the lifting
of wartime travel restrictions (when Pound, Lawrence and H. D. all left London
for the continent), a new literary geography. With the exception of Ford, who
enlisted in 1915 and fought at the Somme, the main proponents of post-war
Modernism would be non-combatants (Pound, James Joyce, T. S. Eliot, Virginia
Woolf), of whom only Eliot and Woolf were largely permanent in London.
The tenor of change, moreover, from now on would be crisis rather than rev-
olution, rebellious iconoclasm shifting to a stylistic innovation that, as David
Peters Corbett argues, exemplified the ‘retreat, evasion, and concealment of
modernity’s impact’.”*

Corbett’s choice of words here is illuminating. The war is not so much disre-
garded as dissociated in post-war writing. Too close and too incomprehensible
to be imagined, its traumatic effect appears indirectly through the characteris-
tic fragmentation of subject and narrative. In his ‘Foreword’ to Women in Love
(1920), D. H. Lawrence states that the novel, written and revised during the
summer of 1916, ‘took its final shape in the midst of the period of war, though
it does not concern the war itself”, and goes on to explain that he yet wanted
‘the time [in which it is set] to remain unfixed, so that the bitterness of the
war may be taken for granted in the characters’.” Trauma resists temporal
definition, Lawrence here implies, and the war would impact catastrophically
on modern consciousness far beyond the space and time of actual fighting. If
the war itself is absent from Women in Love, its scars are nevertheless to be felt
in the mechanical self-defensiveness of its tortured characters, in their will to
destruction, in their social and psychological dislocation and their desperate
desire for meaning. They are also to be found in the spiritual and emotional
wastelands, emasculated anti-heroes and anguished detachment from the past
that are pervasive in literature of the period more generally.

No centre, no form; the sense of the incomprehensibility and meaning-
lessness of the post-war world that Woolf observed in the armistice crowds,
and the consequent attempt to both evoke and give order to the fragmenta-
tion and flux that newly characterised experience, have become the accepted
tenets of literary Modernism. But they are also indicative of the trauma of
what T. S. Eliot described as the ‘immense panorama of futility and anarchy’

" See, for example, J. Middleton Murry, ‘Mr Sassoon’s War Verses’, Nation, 23 (13 July 1918),

p. 398.
» David Peters Corbett, The Modernity of English Art 1914-1930 (Manchester University

Press, 1997), p. 1.
% D. H. Lawrence, Women in Love (1920; London: Penguin, 1995), p. 485.
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of its contemporary history.# The key experimental techniques with which
Modernist writers sought to express such instability — introspective narratives
full of temporal dislocations, associative images and ellipses — compare strik-
ingly, for example, with the symptoms of war neuroses and hysteria (amnesia
and repetitive memory disorders, fragmented consciousness, paralysis or loss
of speech, hypersensitivity and emotional apathy). “The memory throws up
high and dry / A crowd of twisted things’, Eliot declared in ‘Rhapsody on a
Windy Night” in 1917. It would take another five years, and the writing of The
Waste Land, before he could begin the gathering together of those distorted
fragments in the effort of shoring up the ruins of belief and identity. The
Modernist project may have insisted on the aesthetic autonomy of art, but it
was deeply shaped by the broad fissures of World War [; from its compulsive
re-enactments of social, physical and psychic fragmentation, to its gradual re-
construction of the past across the abyss of lost time, through narratives of
mourning and remembrance.

Traumatic memories, Judith Herman elucidates, are typically experienced
as “vivid sensations and images’ rather than “a verbal, linear narrative’.” For
Ford Madox Ford, the disconnected snapshots of his war memories presented a
problem of articulation that would continue well beyond the end of the war as
a symptom of lingering war neurosis. Serving with the Welsh Regiment and
stationed close to the front line at Ypres, an exploding shell in the summer of
1916 had left him with severe concussion and amnesia. In ‘A Day of Battle’, an
essay written shortly after rejoining his battalion, Ford ponders his inability
to write about his experience: T have asked myself continuously why I can
write nothing — why I cannot even think anything that to myself seems worth
thinking — about the psychology of that Active Service of which I have seen
my share.”™ Despite this disavowal, A Day of Battle” is in actual fact extremely
lucid about the psychological repression that war demands, and the soldier’s
necessary detachment of consciousness from the events around him. Ford
notes, for example, that although his mind has retained intense visual images
of his experiences, he can in no way record them in words:

Today, when I look at a mere coarse map of the Line, simply to read ‘Ploeg-
steert” or Armentiéres’ seems to bring up extraordinarily coloured and exact
pictures behind my eyeballs —little pictures having all the brilliant minuteness

4 T. S. Eliot, “Ulysses, Order and Myth’ (1923), in Peter Faulkner, ed., A Modernist Reader:
Modernism in England 1910-1930 (London: Batsford, 1986), p. 103.

% Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery (New York: Basic Books, 1992), pp. 38, 37.

6 Ford Madox Ford, A Day of Battle’, in The Ford Madox Ford Reader, ed. Sondra J. Stang
(Manchester: Carcanet Press, 1986), pp. 456—61 (p. 456).

179

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



DEBORAH PARSONS

that medieval illuminations had — of towers, and roofs, and belts of trees
and sunlight; or, for the matter of these, of men, burst into mere showers of
blood and dissolving into muddy ooze; or of aeroplanes and shells against the
translucent blue. — But as for putting them — into words! No: the mind stops
dead, and something in the brain stops and shuts down."”

If Ford’s experiences of 1916 prompted his exploration of the impact of war
on the unconscious, they also therefore, as Max Saunders notes, posed ‘new
aesthetic problems’, significantly ‘the question of how to render his impressions
of war — and how to transform them into narrative’.”®

During the 1920s Ford would return again and again to his traumatic war
memories, re-enacting and reworking them in fiction in an attempt to impose
form on the shards of his personal and cultural history. When the narrator
of No Enemy, for example (written shortly after the end of the war but not
published until 1929), asserts to the reader that “This is a Reconstructionary
tale’, it is with both heavy irony and a desperate optimism: ‘For it struck the
writer that you hear of the men that went, and you hear of what they did when
they were There. But you never hear how It left them. You hear how things
were destroyed, but seldom of the painful processes of Reconstruction.™
Ford’s post-war writings pay testimony to those persistent ‘painful processes’,
struggling to give narrative form to raw memory, and emphasising the dis-
junction between abstract political ideals of regeneration and the individual
struggle against psychological fragmentation and its aftermath. The result of
this conjunction of psychological and professional self-questioning, Malcolm
Bradbury argues, was ‘the most important and complex British novel to deal
with the overwhelming subject of the Great War’, and ‘a central Modernist
novel of the 1920s’, Ford’s quasi-autobiographical tetralogy Parade’s End.*®

In his pre-war novel, The Good Soldier (1915), Ford had portrayed the En-
glish gentleman and officer, ‘full of the big words courage, loyalty, honour,
constancy’, struggling with the clash of his human passions and his chivalric
ideals.” Parade’s End explores the fate of this character-type after 1914, taking
him from the pre-war setting of Some Do Not in 1924, through the psychological
disintegration of the two war volumes No More Parades (1925) and A Man Could

N
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Stand Up (1926), to the reconstructionary pastoralism of his post-war life in The
Last Post (1928). Christopher Tietjens, the ‘last Tory’, is introduced travelling
in a railway carriage towards Rye with his friend Macmaster, in 1912. The train,
with its luxurious upholstery and ‘admirable varnish’, epitomises the comfort-
able self-assurance of a society built on the principles of class and tradition, but
also, as Some Do Not soon indicates, what is merely the polished facade of an
Edwardian society disintegrating amid political self-advancement, materialism
and social unrest.?* Tietjens’s marriage is already a domestic battlefield, his
wife Sylvia an adulteress who takes sadistic pleasure in flaunting her infidelities
and who has borne him a possibly illegitimate son. With civilisation seemingly
collapsing around him, however, Tietjens clings desperately to his principles
of duty and allegiance and thus will not expose her. His increasingly fragile
mind may retain the memory of Valentine Wannop, but his survival depends
on the tight maintenance and control of his pre-war values and behavioural
codes. When asked by Colonel Campion, for example, why he refuses to di-
vorce Sylvia, the question precipitates a period of mental instability reflected
by the suddenly fragmentary and staccato form of his internal narrative. As he
declares to the crazed Captain Mackenzie: ‘If you let yourself go, you may let
yourself go a tidy sight further than you want to.”” What makes Parade’s End
so powerfully compelling is Ford’s articulation of this mental tension, manifest
in Tietjens’s determined impassivity with his men, his wife and in moments of
danger, and by contrast the nightmares, hallucinatory visions, halting speech
and crumbling memory that trouble him at rest.

The prevalence of mental disturbances among soldiers during World War
I had encouraged a resurgence in psychoanalytic methods for the treatment
of neurosis, hitherto rejected by the contemporary medical profession. Fa-
mously asserting in Studies of Hysteria (1895) that ‘Hysterics suffer mainly from
reminiscences’, Freud and Breuer’s early case studies had suggested that neu-
rotic illness was typically caused by a traumatic event, too catastrophic to
be integrated by conscious understanding, which the mind had consequently
repressed.’ Such repressed experiences, they argued, although seemingly for-
gotten, were re-experienced instead in the form of repeated and overpowering
symptoms (such as nightmares, flashbacks, convulsions or sleep-walking). The
aim of the psychoanalyst, through hypnotic suggestion, was to encourage the

** Ford Madox Ford, Parade’s End (1924-8; Manchester: Carcanet Press, 1997), p. 3.

* Ibid., p. 302.

4 Josef Breuer and Sigmund Freud, Studies on Hysteria (1895), in The Standard Edition of the
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. James Strachey, 24 vols. (London:
Hogarth Press, 1957), 1 p. 7.
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patient to reproduce the original traumatic experience and thus bring about its
catharsis. While wartime psychotherapists such as William Brown and W. H.
Rivers recognised the value of the cathartic technique for the rehabilitation
of shell-shock victims, however, they fundamentally disagreed with Freud’s
post-seduction-theory focus on the psychosexual origins of hysteria, arguing
instead for the specificity of war trauma. If the effects of World War I thus
played an important part in establishing psychoanalysis as a therapeutic strat-
egy, they also forced a reconsideration of this main tenet of Freud’s thought,
leading to his speculative exploration of the mental response to danger and
fear, a defence of his theory of the function of dreams, and the conception of
self-preservative and aggressive instincts that are distinct from the phantasies
of the pleasure principle.

Traumatic neuroses, Freud observes in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920),
are typically the result of the mind’s reaction to a sudden fright or threat to life,
one that has usually not ended in physical injury, but that produces nightmares
in which the experience is compulsively repeated. While the conscious mind
protected itself from the shock of danger — few patients, Freud noted, were
‘much occupied in their waking lives with memories of their accident’, being
instead ‘more concerned with not thinking of it" — the individual relived the
frightening event in the form of flashbacks or traumatic dreams.* Central to
Freud’s argument here, however, is his emphasis on the traumatic dream or
memory as the experience in the present of an event that the shocked mind
had been unable to register consciously when it actually took place in the
past. As Cathy Caruth explains, ‘trauma is not locatable in the simple violent
or original event in the individual’s past, but rather in the way that its very
unassimilated nature — the way it was precisely not known in the first instance —
returns to haunt the survivor later on’.*® Traumatic experience is thus defined
by its deferral or delay. It is the mind’s attempt, Freud argued, ‘to master the
stimulus retrospectively, by developing the anxiety whose omission was the
cause of the traumatic neurosis’.*”

In Parade’s End the dissociation of horror and fright, and the deferral of
emotional reaction, is evident in Tietjens’s psychic response to the war. This
is most overt in his guilt over the death of one of his men, O Nine Morgan, to
whom Tietjens has refused leave in an attempt to protect him from his wife’s
violent lover. At the sight of his obliterated body, Tietjens’s immediate reaction

» Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Standard Edition, xvi, p. 13.

6 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: Johns
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7 Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 32.
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is one of removed, aesthetic contemplation: ‘In the bright light it was as if a
whole pail of scarlet paint had been dashed across the man’s face on the left
and his chest. It glistened in the firelight — just like fresh paint, moving! [ ... ]
The red viscousness welled across the floor; you sometimes so see fresh water
bubbling up in sand.”®® O Nine Morgan’s death becomes an abstraction, as
Tietjens’s mind dissociates the scene from its horror. The image will return
repeatedly to haunt him, however, prompted by the pre-war trauma of his
father’s suicide, or on other occasions when the demand for mental constraint
denies any immediate emotional response. When a German soldier descends
into the trenches in A Man Could Stand Up, for example, the military mind
takes over and he draws his knife with cool detachment. It is only later, during
a nightmare in which he sees again the face of the dead O Nine Morgan,
that he is suddenly overcome by delayed terror: ‘Fear possessed him! He sat
up in his flea-bag, dripping with icy sweat. “By Jove, I'm for it!” he said. He
imagined that his brain was going; he was mad and seeing himself go mad.
He cast about in his mind for some subject about which to think so that he
could prove to himself that he had not gone mad.™ Itis during the nightmare,
and on waking, that Tietjens experiences the delayed fright of the trenches. It
is not only the threat to life but also the incomprehensibility and guilt of his
survival that constitutes the trauma.

Over the past decade, historians and literary critics have begun to discover
the lost voices and memories of those working alongside soldiers within the
militarised zone, notably the women who volunteered as field nurses, ambu-
lance drivers and army domestic staff, who were also subject to the severe
physical and psychological shocks that could result in traumatic symptoms.
Rathbone’s We That Were Young and Brittain’s Testament of Youth, for example,
reveal the effects of the war on the lives of young middle-class women in 1914,
both the social and economic freedoms that it enabled and the emotional losses
that it demanded, and provide detailed social documentaries of the daily life of
women’s war service in YMCA recreation camps, for the WAAC, in munitions
factories and as Voluntary Aid Detachment nurses. Both, moreover, present
clear indictments of the position of women returning from active service, ac-
customed to a degree of equality and self-sufficiency upon which post-war
society was keen to renege. The feminist and socialist politics of Rathbone’s
and Brittain’s texts, however, are ultimately subordinated to the purpose of fa-
cilitating in writing a process of mourning, remembrance and reconstruction,
through an elegy of collective generational loss. ‘Perhaps, after all’, Brittain

% Ford, Parade’s End, p. 307. * Ibid., p. 564
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writes at the end of Testament of Youth, ‘the best that we who were left could
do was to refuse to forget.”*

The form of this refusal moderates, through the passage of time, both the
horrors and individual pain of war. Brittain’s and Rathbone’s memoirs thus
act as a process of writing out the trauma of their war experiences, while at
the same time acting as safeguards against raw and angry memory, rather
in the way that Joan Seddon, the semi-autobiographical protagonist of We
That Were Young, develops a mental shock-absorber against the gruesome
daily realities of her work at the First London General Hospital in 1916: “With
unconscious wisdom she let down a sort of safety-curtain between her mind
and the sights before her, keeping them at bay, preventing their full significance
from penetrating.”® Brittain too, remembers the shock of the death of her
fiancé Roland Leighton as ‘a series of pictures, disconnected but crystal clear’,
the visual precision of her detached consciousness similar to that described
by Ford of his memories of Ypres in 1916.* By the end of the war, she has
become an automaton, existing within ‘a deep, nullifying blankness, a sense of
walking in a thick mist which hid all sights and muffled all sounds’.?> With the
passing of a decade retrospection provides a different form of detachment and
strengthens the possibility of romanticising the memory of all that has been,
and is perceived to have been, lost. E. M. Delafield notes in her ‘Preface’ to We
That Were Young that war breeds sentimentality, “for sentimentality is one of the
most powerful narcotics in the world’.** Channelling individual bereavement
and anger into a narrative of collective mourning, the generational elegy serves
both to give form and structure to the social and psychological fragmentation
of the Great War, and to endow its memory with what Joan can still feel in
1928 as its ‘ghastly glamour’.®

Rathbone would write a more cynical condemnation of the political conduct
of the war and its aftermath in her later, far more stylistically experimental
novel They Call it Peace (1936). Her ambivalence is yet already hinted at in the
final section of We That Were Young, when the pacifist history-master Philip
Nicol, who had fought throughout the war suffering from shell-shock, commits
suicide in 1928, bitterly disillusioned by the sham promises and failed ideals of
the Armistice. The raw events of the war reawakened in Joan’s memory by
Philip’s death, she finds herself exasperated at the annual two-minute silence of

3 Brittain, Testament of Youth, p. 645.

3 Irene Rathbone, We That Were Young (1932; New York: Feminist Press, 1989), p. 195.
3% Brittain, Testament of Youth, p. 239. 3 Ibid., p. 458.
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the Armistice commemorations: ‘the ceremony was [ ... ] a species of let-off.
“Remember for two minutes; you can then forget, and resume.” As though
one wanted to remember — in that fashion; as though one wanted to forget.”
Her mind is instead jolted from the numb limbo of the post-war years by
a different remembering, ‘something inward and unexpected — something
which broke her completely up, and which there was no resisting’, a form
of traumatic memory that is symptomatic of the memoir’s very form.>” For
interrupting Rathbone’s and Brittain’s generally retrospective narratives are
the stark descriptions and raw impressions of the nursing episodes, the result of
recourse to original diaries and letters, and moments that register the memory
of extreme shock and fear, as in Rathbone’s description of the Zeppelin raids
over London in 1917: ‘Raids, raids, raids. Nights of broken sleep. Nights of
strange vigils in cellars. Nights while the skies detonated. Jangled nerves.
Ruined buildings. Deaths.”® Into the carefully constructed memorial to a lost
past break the unassimilable fragments of traumatic experience.

Itisthe very violence of traumatic memory that characterises perhaps one of
the moststriking accounts of women’s war service, Helen Zenna Smith’s Not So
Quiet . . . Stepdaughters of War (1930). Helen Zenna Smith was the pseudonym of
Evadne Price, a popular and prolific writer who had been asked by the publisher
Albert Marriott to write a riposte to Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the
Western Front (1929). Unlike Rathbone or Brittain, however, she drew not on
her own memories filtered by time, but from the more direct experience of
war as recorded in the diaries of Winifred Young, an ambulance driver at
the Front. The result is a vivid exposition of the harsh physical conditions
and psychological torment these women faced, and a bitter indictment of
the propagandist rhetoric of the recruiting platform that had sent them to
war. Field ambulance volunteers, like VADs, were typically recruited from the
upper and middle classes, ‘sheltered young women who smilingly stumbled
from the chintz-covered drawing-rooms of the suburbs straightinto hell’ * The
angry monologue of Nell Smith (‘Smithy’) savagely reveals the ugly realities
of their role; the disillusionment, danger and horrors that remained unspoken
in cheery letters home, and that were silenced after the war by a society that
refused in shame to acknowledge them. England, her mother writes to her
on lilac notepaper, ‘is proud of her brave daughters, so very proud’, yet it also
proves swift to disown the psychological casualties that they become. ‘It takes
nerve to carry on here’, Georgina Toshington (“Tosh’) the aristocratic leader

3 Ibid., p. 463. ¥ Ibid. # Ibid., p. 343.
3 Helen Zenna Smith, Not So Quiet . . . Stepdaughters of War (1930; New York: Feminist Press,
1989), p. 165.
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of Nell’s team tells her when she first arrives at the convoy headquarters, ‘but
it takes twice as much to go home to flag-crazy mothers and fathers.”#

Although taking up a similar focus as the wartime episode in Radclyffe
Hall’s The Well of Loneliness, published the previous year, Not So Quiet . . . thus
offers a representation of the ambulance women’s experiences that is in many
ways ideologically opposed. It is undoubtedly heavily homophobic, Helen
Zenna Smith’s depiction of the ‘yellowy” lesbian Skinny in comparison with
the strength and courage of the Amazonian Tosh, with her ‘breasts of a nursing
mother’, in explicit contrast to Hall's romantic celebration of the mannish
lesbian at war in the figure of Stephen Gordon, who is decorated for heroism.*
For Hall the war released the manly woman from a life of frustrated self-
disavowal: “War and death had given them a right to life, and life tasted sweet,
very sweet to their palates.’#* A significant but only brief moment within the
novel, Hall notes with bitter awareness the experience of lesbian women in
the war’s aftermath, when ‘the very public whom they had served was the
first to turn round and spit upon them’, a theme that she would take up
again in the short story ‘Miss Ogilvy Finds Herself (1934).# Yet The Well of
Loneliness nevertheless romanticises the war in its glorifying of patriotism as
enabling the recognition and liberation of the lesbian, and in its celebration of
the values and attributes of masculinity, both an idealism and a politics that
Not So Quiet . . . furiously counters.

As in Ford’s Parade’s End, Nell’s experience of war in Not So Quiet. .., as
she turns from initial outrage, to doubt, to psychological paralysis and finally
to the point of insanity, is strikingly ‘Modernist’. The narrative is constantly
interrupted by fragments of interior monologue, dreams and nightmares,
flashbacks, shards of memory and letters that are themselves broken up by
the censor. Nell's consciousness spews images of grotesque, polluted, dying
bodies, with vivid clarity, challenging and assaulting the reader in the foul
language that the nation’s young ladies swiftly learn as more appropriate to
their understanding of war than their parents’ patriotic cant about England’s
‘Splendid Young Women’, ‘doing their bit” for the cause.** In a conspiracy of
silence with regard to the male instigators of the conflict, the blood-baying
civilian nationin Not So Quiet . . . isembodied in the monstrous maternal figures
of Nell’s mother and her friend and rival Mrs Evans-Mawnington, vying over
how many of their offspring they can sacrifice for the greater good of the

4 Ibid., p. 13. 4 Ibid., p. 17.
4 Radclyffe Hall, The Well of Loneliness (1928; London: Virago, 1982), p. 275.
4 Ibid., p. 412. 4 TIbid., p. 96.
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country. Their voices break into the fragmentary montage of mutilated bodies
in Nell’s nightmares:

Mrs Evans-Mawnington, scowling, furious-mouthed, jealous...Mother
smug, saccharine-sweet . . . shelves of mangled bodies. . . filthy smells of gan-
grenous wounds. . . shell-ragged, shell-shocked men...men shrieking like
wild beasts inside the ambulance until they drown the sound of the en-
gine ... “Nellie loves to be really in it’ — no God to pray to because you know
there isn’t a God — how shall I carry on?. .. ‘Proud to do her bit for the old flag.’
Oh, Christ! Oh Christ!%

The shattered “shell-shocked’ monologue, with its ellipses, hallucinations and
passionate interjections, contrasts violently with the more conventional nar-
rative style of Brittain, Rathbone or Hall from the same period.

Mary Borden’s The Forbidden Zone (1929), a collection of sketches, stories
and poems written during and after her service as a nurse with the French
army, is more conscious in its radical aesthetics. Borden was the daughter of a
Chicago millionaire and had moved in avant-garde intellectual circles prior to
the war, for a time intimate with and patron to Wyndham Lewis. The Forbidden
Zone both draws upon the experimental strategies of the pre-war avant-garde,
and critiques the naivety of its rhetoric celebrating technology, dehumanisa-
tion and the destruction of the past. Taking her title from la zone interdite, the
space immediately behind the Front Line, Borden presents the war scene as
surreal and apocalyptic, the scarred, broken wasteland of Belgium haemor-
rhaging mud. The war distorts understanding; “What does it mean?’ Borden’s
autobiographical narrator asks again and again, as prayers are made to “War,
world withoutend, amen’.4° An aeroplane, a violent ‘messenger from heaven’,
drops bombs before which men fall ‘on their faces like frantic worshippers’;
limousines ‘meant to carry ladies to places of amusement’ transport ‘generals
to places ofkilling’; in the field-hospitals doctors and nurses heal the wounded,
their purpose only to return them to slaughter.#” This is the warped logic of
war, Borden argues in the short story ‘Conspiracy’, for Te]verything is ar-
ranged. It is arranged that men should be broken and that they should be
mended.’*

“To those who find these impressions confused’, Borden writes in her Fore-
word to The Forbidden Zone, ‘1 would say that they are fragments of a great
confusion. Any attempt to reduce them to order would require artifice on

# Ibid., p. 33. 46 Mary Borden, The Forbidden Zone (London: Heinemann, 1929), p. 58.
4 Ibid., pp. 6, 8; p. 14. 4 Ibid., p. 117.
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my part and would falsify them. To those on the other hand who find them
unbearably plain, I would say that I have blurred the bare horror of facts and
softened the reality in spite of myself.”# Confusion, incoherence and the de-
termined, self-protective blunting of sensibility are the dominant reaction to
war experience. Daily horrors are again articulated with a tone of indifferent
clarity, as when Borden removes a man’s head bandage only to find that his
brain has come away with it. She recounts the event in a tone devoid of expres-
sion, distancing the gruesome physicality of the man’s mutilated body from
her mental comprehension, mechanical action required for the purposes of
sanity. In this world of broken, impotent men, the gender distinctions of war,
as in the battle zone of Not So Quiet ... become meaningless: “There are no
men here, so why should I be a woman?’ Borden asks. "There are heads and
knees and mangled testicles. There are chests with holes as big as your fist,
and pulpy thighs, shapeless; and stumps where legs once were fastened’, there
is nothing that resembles the body of a man.”® The deadened sensibility of the
nurses unites them with the corpses they attend: ‘She is no longer a woman’,
Borden states. ‘She is dead already, just as I am.™"

‘What is to become of us when the killing is over?’, Nell Smith, contem-
plating her persistent nightmares, asks of the war-shocked woman in Not So
Quiet. . .:

‘Whenever I close my aching red eyes a procession of men passes before
me: maimed men; men with neither arms nor legs; gassed men, coughing,
coughing, coughing; men with dreadful burning eyes; men with heads and
faces half shot away; raw, bleeding men [ ... ]I fear these maimed men of my
imaginings as I never fear the maimed men I drive from the hospital trains to
the camps. The men in the ambulances scream, but this ghostly procession is
ghostly quiet. I fear them, these silent men, for I am afraid they will stay with
me all my life, shutting out beauty till the day I die.>®

Writing about his shell-shock in a letter to C. E G. Masterman in 1917, Ford
admitted:

I suppose that, really, the Somme was a pretty severe ordeal, though I wasn’t
conscious of it at the time. Now, however, I find myself suddenly waking up
in a hell of a funk — & going on being in a hell of a funk till morning. And
that is pretty well the condition of a number of men here. I wonder what the
effect of it will be on us all, after the war — & on national life and the like.*

4 Ibid., p. i. 5 Ibid., p. 60. > Ibid., p. 59. 2 Smith, Not So Quiet . . ., pp. 167, 163.
% Ford Madox Ford to C. E G. Masterman, 5 January 1917, Letters of Ford Madox Ford, ed.
Richard M. Ludwig (Princeton University Press, 1965), pp. 81-3.
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‘Not then was the evil hour, but now’, Siegfried Sassoon notes in his fic-
tionalised memoir of the post-war years; ‘now, in the sweating suffocation of
nightmare, in paralysis of limbs, in the stammering of dislocated speech.”>*
Tietjens too continues to suffer from traumatic memories after the war, be-
lieving himself responsible for both O Nine Morgan’s death and the young
soldier Arunjuez’s lost eye: ‘It’s a sort of monomania’, he explains to Valentine
Wannop, ‘It recurs. Continuously.™

Remembering and moving on

“The objects of this autobiography’, Robert Graves wrote in an early draft of
Good-bye to All That, “are simple enough: an opportunity for a simple goodbye
to you and to you and to me and to all that; forgetfulness because once all this
has been settled in my mind and written down and published it need never be
thought about again.”® In ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ (1917), Freud describes
mourning as a form of painful goodbye; ‘the reaction to the loss of a loved
person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place of one,
such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal’.”” In some cases, however, particularly
those in which individuals felt ambivalently towards the lost object, Freud
found that mourning was substituted by the condition of melancholia, marked
by pathological symptoms of self-hatred. In melancholia, he concluded, the
individual suffers both grief and guilt, feeling responsible for the death of the
ambivalently loved and hated object of loss. If mourning is a necessary and
therapeutic process, through which the individual gradually comes to accept
his or her loss, in melancholia the individual remains haunted by the past,
unable to mourn and move on. At what point, however, does melancholia
become mourning and is trauma overcome?

Key to Breuer and Freud’s early treatment of neurotic patients had been
the catharsis or abreaction of the disturbing memory trace through its telling,
eliminating the impulse to its traumatic repetition through the distancing ef-
fect of narration. In Pierre Janet’s work on memory and trauma, for example,
similar to but also rivalling that of Freud, normal memory is dependent on
our ability to situate ourselves in the present while we perform an act of self-
representation in telling the story of our past. Overcoming trauma involves
making a transition from the unconscious reproduction of the past (traumatic
memory), to its conscious acceptance, assimilation and representation as past

>4 Siegfried Sassoon, Sherston’s Progress (London: Faber & Faber, 1936), p. 71.
% Ford, Parade’s End, p. 659. % Quoted in Hynes, A War Imagined, p. 429.
% Sigmund Freud, ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ (1917), Standard Edition, x1v, p. 243.
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(narrative memory).”® Remembering, in other words, is necessary in order to
forget. The problem, however, remains exactly how the trauma victim is able
to narrate a past event they are unable to consciously remember. As Herman
explains, trauma is characterised by a central dialectic of denial and compul-
sive repetition, which manifests itself in fragmentary or disguised modes of
expression. Incomprehensible and unspeakable, trauma refuses representa-
tion. The task that post-war literary Modernism took up was exactly that of
aesthetic expression and reconstruction out of the ambivalent remembering
and forgetting of its recent history.

Max Saunders suggests that a fundamental element of Parade’s End is ‘its
Proustian project of recovering lost time: the lost era of Edwardian innocence;
the lost years of the war; the lost weeks of shell-shock’” Yet where Marcel’s
extraordinary act of narrative recollection in A la recherche du temps perdu would
seem to epitomise a faith in the total and authentic recall of past experience,
Ford’s depiction of broken memory is less optimistic of the possibility of such
continuity. Proust’s archival model of memory is that of a vast store in which
every experience remains lodged, and the aim of A la recherche is thus to
access and reread its dusty records. Ford, however, is more wary of the re-
currence of the past in the present in this way. For while Proust celebrates
the epiphanic significance of involuntary recollection, Ford is all too aware
that such memories are just as likely to be destructively traumatic. In an
unpublished piece of autobiographical fiction from shortly after the end
of the war, he writes of the irruption of traumatic memory as overpower-
ing and uncontrollable: ‘His past came back to him in waves. It came back to
him in waves of an extraordinary intensity; it was if they took hold of him and
overwhelmed him.’® Parade’s End ultimately attempts to reconfigure the past
as past; it is about how to forget as much as how to remember. ‘Cut it out, and
jointime up. .. It can be done’ (284), Tietjens exclaims to Valentine on the eve
of his leaving for the Front in Some Do Not. In so assembling and transforming
the autobiographical fragments of his earlier post-war writings into fictional
narrative in Parade’s End, Ford perhaps finds in aesthetic form the means to
order and reconstruct his traumatic memories.

‘Hitherto, she had thought of the War as physical suffering only’, Ford writes
of Valentine Wannop, observing Tietjens’s shattered psyche on Armistice Day,
‘now she saw it only as mental torture. Immense miles and miles of anguish

58 See Ruth Leys, “Traumatic Cures: Shell Shock, Janet, and the Question of Memory’,
Critical Inquiry, 20 (1994), pp. 623—62.

> Saunders, Ford, p. 277.

% “True Love & a G.C.M.’, quoted in Saunders, Ford Madox Ford, p. 9.
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in darkened minds. That remained’ (659). The Armistice may announce an
official end to the war, Valentine realises, but in the haunted memories of
ex-combatants and civilians alike it would never be over. In Rebecca West’s
Return of the Soldier (1919), which Saunders suggests might itself have been
based on Ford’s shell-shock, amnesia is presented as an ambiguous relief from
the trauma of war memory.®" Chris Baldry, a wealthy landowner married to
the exquisite yet doll-like Kitty, returns from the Front suffering from severe
loss of memory. The struggle of his assimilation into contemporary life is
told through the eyes of his cousin, Jenny, allowing West both a relatively
conventional narrative style, and a female perspective on war neurosis and the
breakdown of masculine norms and values that it popularly implied. Expecting
to return to the woman he had been in love with fifteen years before, Chris
is unable to recognise his wife or to remember the deaths of either his father
or his baby son. West, far more explicitly than Ford, thus again maps war
trauma onto an earlier domestic trauma, against which Kitty has constructed
a fagade of upper-class ease and satisfaction, a model of the English country
house, filled with ‘beautiful brittle things’.é2 Amid the elegance, luxury and
taste of the renovated Baldry Court of his marriage, Chris would seem to
have been content. ‘Here we had made happiness inevitable for him’, Jenny
declares, and she longs to restore him to its safety. If the house, is ‘the core of
his heart’ as Jenny believes, however, at its centre remains the child’s nursery,
its toys left as if ready for play, a haunted and haunting space which Chris has
refused to have altered.® In his amnesiac state his mind represses not only the
experiences of wartime, but also the entire period of his life since his father
had sent him to Mexico to manage the failing family assets, bringing to an
end his youthful romance. When he does return to Baldry Court, it is not
to the ‘green pleasantness’ that Kitty and Jenny have carefully created, but to
the memory of a turn-of-the-century idyll embodied by the plain and artless
physicality of the lost Margaret Allington.%

With the deaths of Chris’s father and then his heir, Baldry Court represents
an Edwardian world already in decline by the outbreak of war, desperately
concealing and postponing its imminent collapse. Unburdened by traumatic
remembrance, however, and reunited with Margaret, Chris regains a youthful
vivacity, at least until reminded of the social realities of the forgotten present.
Jealous of their bond, Jenny nevertheless recognises that when contrasted
with the poorer woman'’s simple kindnesses, Kitty appears ‘the falsest thing

¢ Saunders, Ford Madox Ford, p. 29.
%2 Rebecca West, The Return of the Soldier (1918; London: Virago, 1980), p. 15.
% Ibid., p. 19. % Ibid., p. 13.
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on earth’.% Recalling with radiance his courtship of the younger Margaret dur-
ing dusky summer evenings next to the Thames, for example, Chris describes
an impressionistic scene of meadow flowers, rose and amber sunsets and the
scent of walnut trees, a natural paradise from which he is sharply drawn by the
intruding images of war: ‘a hateful world where barbed-wire entanglements
showed impish knots against a livid sky full of booming noise and splashes of
fire’.® His loss of memory, Jenny realises, is in fact ‘a triumph’, madness lying
as much in the realities that he refuses as in his delusionary amnesia. The
Freudian-minded doctor that Kitty turns to in a final attempt for a cure agrees
as much. ‘One forgets only those things one wants to forget’, Dr Anderson
asserts, dismissing the hypnotism employed by previous physicians as ‘a silly
trick’.”” Comprehending in Chris’s condition a mental phenomenon compa-
rable with that Freud termed Nachtrdglichkeit, in which the traumatic meaning
and consequent repression of one event or set of events is only triggered by a
second, he recognises in the dead child the key to his memory. Margaret’s task,
and her moral dilemma, thus becomes the telling of this tragedy, forcing Chris
back into traumatic consciousness and in so doing losing him to a heedlessly
overjoyed Kitty. If West’s soldier has physically come home, psychologically
he has returned to the trenches, ‘that No Man’s Land where bullets fall like
rain on the rotting faces of the dead”.*®

“We do not like the war in fiction’, Woolf had written in March 1917, only
a year before West’s explicit case-study of shell-shock in Return of the Soldier,
TtThe vast events now shaping across the Channel are towering over us too
closely and too tremendously to be worked into fiction without a painful jolt
in the perspective’.* It was of exactly this refusal to register the effects of war
in her writing, however, that Katherine Mansfield complained forcefully to
John Middleton Murry on reading Woolf’s Night and Day in 1919. ‘My private
opinion is that it is a lie in the soul’, Mansfield declared:

The war has never been: that is what the message is. I don’t want (G forbid!)
mobilisation and the violation of Belgium but the novel cant just leave the
war out. There must have been a change of heart. It is really fearful to me the
‘settling down’ of human beings. I feel in the profoundest sense that nothing
can ever be the same — that as artists we are traitors if we feel otherwise: we
have to take it into account and find new expressions new moulds for our new
thoughts and feelings.”

% Tbid., p. 181. % Ibid., p. 86. ¢ 1Ibid., pp. 165, 166. % Ibid., p. 187.

% Quoted in Hermione Lee, Virginia Woolf (London: Chatto & Windus, 1996), p. 343.

7° Katherine Mansfield to J. Middleton Murry, 10 November 1919, in The Collected Letters of
Katherine Mansfield, ed. Vincent James O’Sullivan and Margaret Scott, 4 vols. (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1984-96), vol. 111 (1993), p. 97.
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Mansfield herself had suffered personal loss as a result of the war, her brother
killed at Ploegsteert in October 1915. In her critique of Night and Day, Mansfield
demands a literature that recognises that the late-Victorian world had vanished
for ever, and that expresses the influence of the trauma of war on human
character, not just in its subject-matter but in its very style and form. She is
not advocating ‘realist’ depictions of the trenches — far from it. The social and
psychological conditions of the post-war period, she argues, posed a challenge
to the conventions of representation that it was the obligation of art to meet.
TW]e have died and live again’ Mansfield continues in a letter to Murry a week
later:

How can that be the same life? It doesn’t mean that life is the less precious or
that ‘the common things of light and day’ are gone. They are not gone, they
are intensified, they are illumined. Now we know ourselves for what we are.
In a way it’s a tragic knowledge: it’s as though, even while we live again, we
face death. But through Life: that’s the point.”*

Without direct representation of the war scene, her writing afterwards was
deeply touched by a concern to illuminate the present through the memories
of the past, to acknowledge life through the acceptance of death.

Night and Day was in many ways a novel that Woolf had to write before
she could embark on that jolt of perspective that she had foreseen that the
war entailed, its conventional style part of a necessary therapeutic process
after her mental breakdown of 1913-15. ‘I was so tremblingly afraid of my own
insanity that I wrote Night and Day mainly to prove to myself that I could
keep entirely off that dangerous ground’, she later admitted.” The novel
also provided a means by which Woolf could work through her intense if
ambivalent relationship with her Victorianliterary inheritance. When Leonard
Woolf described the novel as ‘melancholy’, she wrote in her diary that ‘the
process of discarding the old, when one is by no means certain what to put in
their place, is a sad one’, implying at once the recognition of the end of the
Victorian era, and the struggle to relinquish its potent influence.”

It was this process of putting away the past that Woolf embarked upon in
her next novel, Jacob’s Room (1922). Her first novel in experimental style, Jacob’s
Room offers an elegy to pre-war England, to the lost promise of its energetic
young men, and to a social world suddenly aborted, yet, as if in response to

7' Katherine Mansfield to J. Middleton Murry, 16 November 1919, in ibid., p. 97.

7 Virginia Woolf to Ethel Smyth, 16 October 1930, in The Letters of Virginia Woolf, ed. Nigel
Nicolson, 6 vols. (London: Hogarth Press, 1975-80), vol. 1v, A Reflection of the Other Person,
1929-1931, P. 231.

73 Virginia Woolf, 27 March 1919, Diary 1, p. 259.
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Mansfield’s criticism, from the perspective of a changed present, in which post-
war nostalgia mixes with an equally pervasive post-war doubt. Through the
impressions and fragmentary glimpses of those around him Woolf presents
the figure of Jacob Flanders, from a small boy playing on the beach, through
his years at Cambridge and within the London arty bohemia of the 1910s, to
his death in the Great War. Jacob himself, however, remains a ghostly absence
throughout, the product and casualty of a patriarchal belief system whose own
rhetoric, as the poppy petals pressed between the leaves of his Greek dictionary
at Cambridge imply, will lead it to destruction. “What did he expect? Did he
think he would come back?” his friend Bonamy wonders at the end of the novel,
as he surveys the everyday disorder of his vacant lodgings. For a moment,
surrounded by letters, invitations, a bill for a riding crop, the past seems
to return, captured in the atmosphere of leisured listlessness that the room
evokes. But then the noise of the street breaks through the reverie, signalling
the disjunction of the present: ““Such confusion everywhere!” Jacob’s mother
exclaims.”4

By the end of writing Jacob’s Room, Woolf was reading Proust and finding
herself excited and stimulated by his sensual prose. Although she would ulti-
mately take up a deeply Proustian understanding of remembrance, however,
writing of the past in 1939 as “an avenue lying behind; a long ribbon of scenes,
emotions’, and of memory as “only a question of discovering how we can get
ourselves again attached to it’, her writings of the early post-war years, like
those of Ford, suggest a far less serene confidence in the recovery of the past,
and a more questioning exploration of traumatic memory.”” Like West, Woolf,
in her next novel, Mrs Dalloway (1925), explored the narrow limits of sanity and
insanity, through the construction of the shell-shocked soldier Septimus War-
ren Smith and the society hostess Clarissa Dalloway as alter egos. Septimus
is a poetic young man who had volunteered for war service, eager to defend
an England of poetry and Shakespeare. Decorated for bravery in action, by
1923 he has yet become an uncomfortable reminder of war in a society keen
to forget the atrocities with which it was complicitous. Embracing the in-
sights of his madness, Septimus becomes a compulsive writer, attempting to
convey messages from the dead, ‘about war; about Shakespeare; about great
discoveries; how there is no death’.7® His narrative of trauma is a tale, however,

74 Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room (1922; London: Grafton, 1976), p. 173.
7> Virginia Woolf, ‘A Sketch of the Past’, in Moments of Being (London: Grafton, 1989),

Pp- 74, 75.
76 Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (1925; Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 183.
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that nobody wants to hear or to remember, and when faced with an author-
itarian medical profession determined to restore his ‘sense of proportion’, he
commits suicide. If Septimus chooses psychological fragmentation and death
over reconstruction, however, Clarissa does not, called back from empathy
with his trauma by the striking of a clock to the social confines of her party.

For Woolf, the break with the past that the war made apocalyptically ev-
ident, paradoxically seems to have enabled the narrative reconstruction of
previously inexpressible traumatic memories from her own personal history;
of her brother Thoby Stephen, who died of typhoid in 1906, in Jacob’s Room,
and of her own suicidal depression in Mrs Dalloway. It was in To the Lighthouse
(1927), however, that she felt that she had finally managed to work through
the haunting affect of the past on her self and writerly identity. Wary of what
she regarded as the reductiveness of Freudian accounts of mental illness, Woolf
was nevertheless conversant with the concepts and terminology of psychoan-
alytic techniques, and declared of To the Lighthouse: ‘I suppose I did for myself
what psycho-analysts do for their patients. I expressed some very long felt and
deeply felt emotion. And in expressing it I explained it and laid it to rest.””
Here the traumas of the past are again projected onto the period of the war,
which stands at the structural and symbolic heart of the novel as the catalyst of
change from the Victorian to modern worlds. Woolf wrote that she intended
the central "Time Passes’ section to signify, ‘Hopeless gulfs of misery. Cruelty.
The War. Change. Oblivion’.”® A break in the continuity of time, it represents
a social and emotional void, in which death appears only in parentheses, as
if unrepresentable within the flow of narrative. Set against the context of a
cyclical natural world, however, as ‘time passes’ violence and destruction gives
way to reconstruction and rebirth. When the Ramsay family returns to the
lighthouse in the final section of the novel, it is to complete the journey that
they had never made, and in so doing to perform an act of mourning and
moving on from the demands of the past. For the artist Lily Briscoe, it is to
complete a portrait that assimilates and transforms memory into art, a pro-
cess of registering the past as past that she recognises asserts her own aesthetic
identity.

If Night and Day was an expression of Woolf’'s melancholia for a lost yet
haunting late Victorian era, can we then read To the Lighthouse as a narrative
of mourning, as Woolf herself claimed? Psychological trauma, as studies from
the late nineteenth century to our own post-Holocaust era attest, presents a

77 Woolf, ‘A Sketch’, p. 90. 78 Quoted in Lee, Virginia Woolf, p. 342.
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fundamental challenge to conventional understanding of memory and iden-
tity, and to issues of knowledge, ethics and representation. Post-war literary
Modernism, faced with the void of history between a world of accepted values
and beliefs, confident in its own endurance, and a world of disillusionment
and loss, put its faith in the power of aesthetic reconstruction. As the tensions
between its fragmentary, allusive narratives and structuring impulse reveal,
however, the resolution of trauma perhaps never entirely surmounts the im-
pact of its articulation.
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11
The time—mind of the twenties

MICHAEL LEVENSON

When you thought of Time in those days your mind wavered impotently like
eyes tired by reading too small print.
Ford Madox Ford, A Man Could Stand Up'

It takes it out of you, certainly, Time.
Wyndham Lewis, The Childermass*

This extraordinary discrepancy between time on the clock and time in the
mind is less well known than it should be and deserves fuller investigation.
Virginia Woolf, Orlando®

The British Modernist novel did not discover time in the years after the
World War 1. Before Modernism, outside Britain, and in other genres, the
mysteries of temporality had disclosed themselves. Within the English novel,
Sterne’s Tristram Shandy and Emily Bronté’s Wuthering Heights are luminous
and unforgettable precedents. But there can be little doubt that in the first
post-war decade, at a moment of vaulting ambition in the High Modernist
novel, time became such a dominant concern that it can be taken as a cultural
signature. In the years after the war, it ceased to be a background for literary
events, an invisible medium surrounding the enactment of a plot. It became
rather a fully thematised subject in its own right — a fact that can be seen in
the epigraphs to this chapter, where time becomes an upper-case abstraction,
indeed a protagonist as real as the fictive human agents.

At the outset we need to distinguish three aspects of the problem: (1) the
time of modernisation that surrounds and permeates the literary experiments;
(2) the representation of temporality within the fictional world; and (3) the

! Ford Madox Ford, A Man Could Stand Up, vol. m of Parade’s End (1926; New York: Vintage
Books, 1979), p. 517.

* Wyndham Lewis, The Childermass (London: Chatto & Windus, 1928), p. 96.

3 Virginia Woolf, Orlando (1928; New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1956), p. 98.

197

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MICHAEL LEVENSON

forms and structures of narrative time. All three elements are indispensable,
and they must be kept in close relation to one another. The extra-literary
historical realm of novelty — the experience of rapid modernisation in tech-
nologies, social relations, religious beliefs, philosophic principles — entered
the literary universe, providing the subject-matter for the novel of time. But
the deployment of these time-subjects was not merely achieved through new
narrative structures; it was in large part modified and constituted by the forms
themselves. Just as events in the social world circulated within the thematic
world of Modernist fiction, so did the labour of form modify the experience of
time.

How shall we describe the temporal world of the early twentieth century?
We might begin by saying that both the sensation of living in new times and the
theory of time are inevitable features of modernity. We know that any dating of
the modern is itself an unworthy fiction. But where time is concerned, we can
plausibly follow Reinhart Koselleck, who has argued that by the year 1800
Europeans became conscious of living within ‘new times’, neue Zeit. The
present was experienced not as a stable historical period, the latest in a succes-
sion of periods, but as something unprecedented and distinctive, ‘a period of
transition” characterised by ‘the expected otherness of the future and, associ-
ated with it, the alteration in the rhythm of temporal experience: acceleration,
by means of which one’s own time is distinguished from what went before’.
The result was that ‘lived time was experienced as a rupture, a period of
transition in which the new and the unexpected continually happened’.4

This broader understanding of modernity as neue Zeit is a necessary context
for any approach to literary time. Through the later nineteenth century, a
chronic sense of novelty had been stimulated by the growth of cities, the
speed of transportation and by such technological wizardry as the telephone
and the automobile. The consciousness of change was heightened by the turn
of the century followed soon after by the death of Queen Victoria. But the sense
of transition, rupture and acceleration underwent a radicalisation in the post-
war years. In major part, this was a response to the slaughter in the trenches:
young death on an unprecedented and unassimilable scale. But wartime death
was not only a brute thing; it was also a sign. It indicated the reach of new
technologies, including the technology of violence; even through death, the
war established the terms of mass society: individual atoms absorbed within
the surge and swarm of groups.

4 Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, trans. Keith Tribe
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985), pp. 2512, 257.
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In the 1920s within the cities of Modernism, there were more anodyne re-
flections of neue Zeit. The opening sequence of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway —
with its shoppers moving through crowded streets, while an aeroplane flies
overhead — gives a tableau of the self-consciously transitional urban modernity.
Woolf’s Peter Walsh strolls through London on the first day of his return from
India, stirred by his recognition of passing time:

Those five years — 1918 to 1923 — had been, he suspected, somehow very
important. People looked different. Newspapers seemed different. Now, for
instance, there was a man writing quite openly in one of the respectable
weeklies about water-closets. That you couldn’t have done ten years ago —
written quite openly about water-closets in a respectable weekly. And then
this taking out a stick of rouge, or a powderpuff, and making up in public.’

This is the double recognition in the 1920s: the sense of rupture brought by
a catastrophic war, and then the perception of a peace that is not a return to
pre-war years but a passage into another strangeness, in which five years can
measure the overturning of a world. As Peter Walsh’s ruminations make clear,
the consciousness of time appears on the micro as well as the macro plane:
the image of ‘new times’ includes the smallest change in speech and fashion,
as well as large changes in the relations between men and women, believers
and sceptics, owners and managers.

The most fruitful way to think of the conjuncture of the 1920s may be to
see it as an acceleration within an acceleration, as a heightening of the sense
of rupture and transition that had accompanied modernity since at least the
beginning of the nineteenth century. The war forced a recognition of terrifying
novelty,and the peace created the uncanniness of a return that was also a discon-
tinuity. Taken together, these events prepared for the remarkable encounters
with time undertaken by the authors under consideration here. In approach-
ing the fiction, however, we come upon a different though related question,
namely, the temporality of literary careers. These, too, unfold in time, and
English Modernism possessed a notable generational character. Those fiction
writers who were dominant figures in the Modernist canon of the 1920s were
born within relatively few years of one another — Ford (b. 1873), Richardson
(b. 1873), Forster (b. 1879), Joyce (b. 1882) Lewis (b. 1882), Woolf (b. 1882),
Lawrence (b. 1885) — and their first significant efforts each appeared within the
decade before the war. The philosopher Alfred Schutz has followed Dilthey
in offering a theory of generational unity, in which the ‘community of time’

> Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (1925; Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1973), p. 80.
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defining a generation is bound by a sense that ‘we are growing old together.”
In the case of these Modernists, a collective consciousness of maturing as artists
accompanies a memory of having been young together in the uncertain pre-
war period. The writings of the 1920s, then, were conceived within the longer
trajectory of Modernism, and their engagement with time unfolds against the
background of developing vocations/professions with their own time-sense
and the shared resolve to build more ambitious works at this stage in their
careers.

Within this generational matrix Ford Madox Ford played a distinctive role,
and his fictional tetralogy, Parade’s End, gives us a convenient entry to the
problem. Older than the fierce artists whom he liked to call les jeunes, Ford
identified with his predecessors, Henry James (b. 1843) and Joseph Conrad
(b. 1857), and partly through the accident of his age, and partly through his
efforts in criticism and personal ambassadorship, he helped to bring James and
Conrad into the generational unity of Modernism. Of the two, the relationship
with Conrad was the more sustained and substantial, and that connection offers
an approach to the time-conscious fiction of the 1920s.

% %k 3k

Conrad’s invention of his narrator Marlow, first in “‘Youth’ and then more
notably in Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim, marks a threshold in the staging
of the ‘narrating instance’. This is a term developed by Gérard Genette to
denote the scene of narrating itself, the activity of storytelling at the moment
of utterance. Genette seeks to identify the fictional ‘enunciating’ act that lies
behind the record of events, an enunciation that is always presupposed and that
must be rigorously distinguished from biographical authorship. All narrative
implies the enunciation of a narrator. And yet despite this discursive truth,
the realist tendency in novel-writing often worked to obscure the traces of a
constituting voice. So, for instance, Henry James, despite his attention to the
workings of subjectivity, still enshrined a third-person standpoint, which would
fix the consciousness of characters from the outside, and which in the last great
phase (The Ambassadors, The Wings of the Dove and The Golden Bowl) studiously
avoids the questions, Who narrates this novel?, when?, and where? Conrad,
on the other hand, finds these richly attractive questions. Heart of Darkness
begins with an unnamed narrator locating Marlow’s scene of storytelling —
on the yacht Nellie anchored in the Thames estuary at dusk — and the tale is

¢ Alfred Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World, trans. George Walsh and Frederick
Lehnert (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1967), p. 163.
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regularly interrupted by reminders of the present moment and the strain of
communication: “This is the worst of trying to tell. .. You can’t understand?
How could you —.”7 In Lord Jim, too, the narrating instance repeatedly displays
itself, at once breaking the spell of Jim’s history and forcing attention to the
labour of tale-bearing.

The staging of the narrative instant, as it is developed in the device of
‘Marlow’, has profound implications for fictive temporality, implications ex-
tending beyond the Conradian device itself. The recognition that the act of
telling has conditions independent of the represented world — this breaks the
hegemony of the event. One way to understand the nineteenth-century devel-
opment from Realism towards Naturalism is to see it in terms of anincreasingly
rigorous logic of incidents. Partly this is due to an absorption in the world of
action that gave little value to subtle acts of storytelling, and partly it’s due to
the ascendancy of causal theories derived from the new sciences. The logic of
plot that one finds in Gissing, Zola and later Hardy invited a view of fiction
as the strict unfolding of inner necessities. But once the fabricating work of a
narrator becomes fully audible, then the time of fiction need no longer follow
the time of causally linked events, time’s straight arrow: it can now follow the
more uncertain arc of memory and speech.

Ford’s The Good Soldier, published just as the war was beginning, offers
one epitome of an emancipated narrative, which radicalises the methods of
Conrad to create a novel that fully defeats the logic of event. In his writings on
Impressionism, Ford held that the goal of fiction was to create not the ‘rounded
annotated record’ but the ‘impression of the moment’, ‘the impression not
the corrected chronicle’.® John Dowell, the narrator of The Good Soldier, writes
that “The whole world for me is like spots of colour in an immense canvas’, and
given this disorderly perception of the world, Dowell is left to narrate in “a very
rambling way’.” With an extravagant negligence, The Good Soldier disregards
chronology, leaping backwards and forwards in time, invoking one event only
to leave it for another, acknowledging no dictate more supreme than the will
of the narrating mind at the instant of narration. In all these respects, the book

7 Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, ed. Robert Kimbrough (New York: W. W. Norton,
1988), pp. 48-9. Of course, Conrad never elaborates the ‘narrating instance’ of the un-
named speaker who provides the frame tale that surrounds Marlow’s. Conrad is far from
systematic in working out his narrative principles, and the invention of Marlow is less an
aesthetic deduction (as in Genette) than an instinctive response to a fictional challenge.
Ford Madox Ford, ‘Impressionism and Fiction’, Critical Writings of Ford Madox Ford, ed.
Frank MacShane (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1964), p. 41.

Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier: A Tale of Passion (1915; New York: Vintage, 1955),
pp. 14, 183.
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is a decisive moment within the history traced here: it liberates time from
causality and tests the reach of a roving, darting, looping memory.

This is the context in which we can turn to Parade’s End, the series of four
novels published between 1924 and 1928, a grandly ambitious project that
aims at once to consolidate the practice of Impressionism and to confront the
trauma of war. Strikingly, Ford sets aside the device of the dramatised narrator
(aMarlow or Dowell) and pays no attention to the scene of narration. And yet,
in deeply challenging ways the work sustains the project begun in the pre-war
years, the act of emancipation from the causal nexus. Ford later reflected on
the course of the Impressionist experiment conducted with Conrad.

That we did succeed in finding a new form I think I may permit myself to
claim, Conrad first evolving the convention of a Marlow who should narrate,
in presentation, the whole story of a novel just as, without much sequence or
pursued chronology, a story will come up into the mind of a narrator, and I
eventually dispensing with a narrator but making the story come up in the
mind of the unseen author with a similar want of chronological sequence.™

Heis describing here the method of Parade’s End, but what the accountleaves to
one side is the relationship between the ‘new form” and a new subject-matter.
The tetralogy begins with a modern battle between the sexes. Christopher
Tietjens is estranged from his strong-willed wife, Sylvia, and at their moment
of crisis he meets the athletic young suffragette, Valentine Wannop, fair and
freckled, with whom he will fall in love. All through these episodes in the
first novel, Some Do Not, Ford plays a virtuoso match against time. The slow
crumbling of Tietjens’s universe — the confusions of his marriage and his
new desire, the disaffection from his government position (in the Imperial
Department of Statistics), the demoralising spectacle of his striving friend
McMaster — invites all those strategic dislocations refined over the last decade.
Chronology is given no pre-eminence; time is supple and reversible; characters
appear, only to be named and introduced many chapters later. A rude phrase
drops onto the page and is only belatedly placed in an intelligible context. It’s
not simply that the narrative moves back and forth through months and years;
it is even willing to retreat ‘four minutes before’."

Yet it seems fair to say that Parade’s End only finds its shape when the war
between the sexes becomes entangled within the war against the Germans.
In Part IT of Some Do Not the novel reaches the third year of the war. What had

' Ford, “Techniques’, Critical Writings of Ford Madox Ford, p. 68.
" Ford Madox Ford, Parade’s End (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979), p. 95.
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been the patient inevitability of change now becomes the violence of rupture.
Important events are elided, referred to glancingly, sometimes elaborated,
sometimes not. From this point on, Parade’s End assumes the form of Trauma
and Return. Certain extreme incidents — Sylvia leaving home at dawn, Tietjens
asking Valentine to be his mistress in the night before he leaves for combat —
exist as wounds in time. The first appearance is almost incidental, since what
counts is their recurrence as signs of an unforgettable breach. Then beyond
this personal realm stands the war. In one aspect, the war itself makes an
irrecoverable breach in the continuity of history — "‘What changes in the world!
What cataclysms! What revolutions!” (Ford, Some Do Not, 522) — that brings a
definitive end to a period of history: ‘No more Hope, no more Glory, no more
parades’ (307). But in another aspect, the war is not only a massive event that
concludes an age, but is also the very type and symbol of the new time that it
inaugurates.

The time of war is that of waiting and death, of interminably slow time and
the time of sudden violence. The second volume of Parade’s End turns on the
awful pivot of one soldier’s death, the demise of O Nine Morgan, a Welsh soldier
under Tietjens’s command. With the resource of the mature Impressionist,
Ford presents the event within the chaos of subjective apprehension: the reader,
like Tietjens, is slow to understand the meaning of the broken body, the viscous
blood, the desperate gesture. The immediacy of violence is disrupted by stray
memories and incoherent emotions. But the further significance of this death
shows itself only later. What it exemplifies is the awful rhythm of war’s time.
Especially within the third novel, A Man Could Stand Up, narrative time loses
pace; incidents take many pages to form; and the very notion of event seems
to lose its hold. There is ‘the eternal waiting that is War’, ‘those eternal hours
when Time itself stayed still’ (569). Then, after the endless waiting, comes the
noise, the flash, the death — which will then be remembered and reimagined
as the novel returns to its long rhythms and slow movements.

In this way the rhythm of the war becomes the basis for Modernist temporal-
ity as such. All of experience in Parade’s End enacts the periodicity of duration
and eruption. The romance between Tietjens and Valentine Wannop is de-
fined by its endless incipience: for six or seven years, they remain absorbed
by a love that neither would ever mention, until suddenly, in a few convulsive
hours on Armistice Day; all is said, felt, resolved. “Then one day — after thirteen
years’ — ‘in those ten minutes you found you thought out more than in two
years’: these are characteristic formulae. In the moment of his disarray in the
trenches, we are told of Tietjens that ‘He had lost all sense of chronology’
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(No More Parades, 486), and one might say that this is the state towards which
all of Parade’s End is tending. People suffer from the disorder of time, which
shatters the continuity of their lives, but they also see opportunity in the wreck-
age. The destruction of continuous time breaks the stifling entrenchments of
bad marriages, bad government and bad wars, and as the tetralogy comes to
an end in The Last Post it offers a tableau of a chaotic post-war world where
the best chances lie in twisting a new life out of the odd strands of tradition
and modernity loosened in the acts of destruction.

%k 3k 3k

For Ford, as for Conrad before him, the reinvention of narrative time was
precisely a question of the narrator’s time. When we consider ‘how stories are
actually told’ by real people in actual circumstances, then we recognise that
they follow no order or sequence, but simply come up in the mind asit skipsand
stalls, stumbles and recovers. The great provocation is addressed to sequence
and the continuity of events. Yet in another major phase of Modernism, the
questions of narrator and chronology recede in favour of the problem of
temporal experience. Not time as narrated but time as lived — this is the
second current that we need to follow.

A way to broach the issue is to recognise that the experiments of Ford came
out of a coherent fictional tradition, beginning with Flaubert and continuing
through Maupassant, Crane, James and Conrad. But a rival lineage emerged
from modern lyricism, specifically the lyrics composed out of a single percep-
tion. Tmagism” was Pound’s name for the new concentrated forms, but in
fact the pertinent literary examples emerge from a wider field, including the
shorter narrative forms of the 1890s. When Joyce developed his notion of the
‘epiphany’ in writing Stephen Hero, he was also contributing to the new lyri-
cism. Whether in poetry or prose, the decisive gesture was the concentration
upon instantaneous (or at least brief) experience. The prominence of the new
experiments in the fine arts was a further influence in this direction. The break
with Victorian narrative painting and the growth of pictorial formalism offered
examples of the self-sufficiency of the momentary tableau: the card-players of
Cézanne, the decorated rooms of Matisse, the guitars of Picasso.

All these gestures had implications for the representation of narrative time.
The challenge to narrative lay in the implication that a brief moment was itself
long enough to constitute a work of art. The relation between the resonant
instant and the unfolding novel became pointed and urgent. Throughout the
1920s, a number of novelists attempted to build large novelistic forms while
preserving the power of instants. This was a complex negotiation, nowhere
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more strenuously performed than in the work of Joyce, who began his career
by refining the power of short forms: in the poems of Chamber Music, in the
stories of Dubliners, and in the epiphanies catalogued in his notebooks.

When Joyce published Ulysses in 1922, he completed a movement from the
epiphany to the epic, and he did so by reimagining the structure of time. His
early perception had been that even a mean object — the clock on the Ballast
Office — possessed the power of intrinsic meaning: a ‘whatness’ that ‘leaps
to us from the vestment of its appearance’ until ‘the soul of the commonest
object . .. seems to us radiant. The object achieves its epiphany.”* In the spirit
of austerity, he aimed to delineate sharp frames around these objects. But his
later, riper thought was that “whatness’ was infinitely dense and that any scene,
every object, was open to massive elaboration. The most conspicuous formal
gesture in Ulysses, the enlargement of a single day to contain the sweep of epic,
depends on this deepening sense of temporal density. The world of experience
is now so thick with perception that no single epiphany, no self-contained
perception, can be faithful to the great parade. Here is Leopold Bloom in the
Dublin street.

BY LORRIES ALONG SIR JOHN ROGERSON’S QuaY MR BLooMm walked soberly, past
Windmilllane, Leask’s the linseed crusher’s, the postal telegraph office. Could
have given that address too. And past the sailors” home. He turned from the
morning noises of the quayside and walked through Lime street. By Brady’s
cottages a boy for the skins lolled, his bucket of offal linked, smoking a chewed
fagbutt. A smaller girl with scars of eczema on her forehead eyed him, listlessly
holding her battered caskhoop.”

The prodigious dilation of the present tense — this is the first great temporal act
of Ulysses. The world before us is a swarming host, whose smallest details are
composed of those even in smaller. The ceremony of the present demands our
endless absorption, curiosity, fascination. Unlike Conrad or Ford, Joyce is not
concerned to free events from the sequence of chronology; on the contrary,
Ulysses is meticulous in charting the march of hours through the day. But there
is another logic to resist: namely, the conventional scale of event — the kiss, the
stroll, the song —and here the great predecessor is Sterne. By refusing to accept
limits on the degree of attention owed to any happenstance, by composing
the record of a day that requires far more than a day to read, Joyce creates
a narrative present that is potentially expansive without end. The celebrated
device of ‘stream of consciousness’ is not simply a means to let time flow

> James Joyce, Stephen Hero (New York: New Directions, 1955), p. 213.
' James Joyce, Ulysses (New York: Random House, 1961), p. 71.
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through subjectivity: it is equally a way to obstruct and impede the flow of
time, to let the present become viscous and slow.

A question for Ulysses, and for the device of ‘stream of consciousness’, is how
it permits modalities other than the present to enter the mental space. A short
answer is that consciousness not only views the parade of the world; it also
views its own pomp and spectacle. Joycean subjectivity occupies a vanishing
point, from which it registers the movement of objects and people, and equally
its own fantasies and aversions, ideas and images. What this ‘transcendental’
standpoint uncovers is that the temporality of memory and desire are always
ready to change the valence of the present, to turn it backwards or forwards.
So Bloom'’s mind, with luminous economy; tastes a drop of wine on his palate,
recalls a day of romantic joy with Molly, and then thinks wearily, ‘Me. And me
now’ (176).

This turn to the past is exemplary in Ulysses. It is true that much of the
epic day is spent in anticipation: Molly projecting her afternoon with Boylan,
and Bloom dreading that tryst, even as he idly dreams of Martha Clifford and
Gerty MacDowell. But acts of anticipation in Ulysses are consistently shown
to be thin and dangerous. To project a desire — especially a sexual desire —is to
become tangled in fantasy. The real labour of time is to recover what has been
forgotten, to prise away the phantasmal structure of desire and to reorient
consciousness towards the past. On the verisimilar plane of incident, memory
is the recovery of early married life and still earlier individual history (Molly’s
life in Gibraltar, Stephen and his mother, Bloom and his father). On the mythic
plane, the movement is less that of conscious memory (though in Stephen’s
case it is characteristically that) than unconscious participation in the history
of archetypes: Bloom as Elijah and Odysseus, Molly as Gea-Tellus.

Futurity is a temptation and a lure. A long patient effort of Ulysses is to
heal the present by recovering the heft of the past. In this, as in little else,
Joyce is congruent with Proust. Their manner and their fictive communities
could hardly be more different, but they meet in the vocation of memory.
Proust, too, follows the circuit of anticipations — Swann for Odette, Marcel for
Gilberte and Albertine —but the work of desire is overwhelmed by the subtlety
of recollection. It would be too much to claim that these great works ignore
the future, but it seems fair to say that they suspend its urgency, in favour of
an orientation towards the past. The dialectic of past and present gives the
formal principle of both works.

In the revelation during the party for the Princess de Guermantes, Marcel
receives a celebrated series of sensations: feelings of certainty, safety and intense
happiness. As he works to understand the apparently insignificant incidents
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that excite the feelings — ‘the sensation of the uneven paving-stones, the stiffness
of the napkin and the taste of the madeleine™ — he comes to see that the
revelatory power depends on an alignment of two different phases of time.
His ‘felicity’ occurred ‘in the present moment and at the same time in the
context of a distant moment’ (222). To become lost in the present or to assume
a merely intellectual attitude towards the past is to miss the moment of vision.

But let a noise or a scent, once heard or once smelt, be heard or smelt again
in the present and at the same time in the past, real without being actual,
ideal without being abstract, and immediately the permanent and habitually
concealed essence of things is liberated and our true self, which seemed —
had perhaps for long years seemed — to be dead but was not altogether dead,
is awakened and reanimated as it receives the celestial nourishment that is
brought to it. (224)

This is what Marcel recognises as the vocation of his art, its ‘spiritual’ meaning
(1001): the disclosure of the ‘essence of things’ that can be achieved in rare
moments when past and present coincide and fuse. Strikingly, these ecstatic
instants overcome ‘anxiety on the subject of my death’ (223). Marcel is now
‘unalarmed by the vicissitudes of the future’ (223). Past and present come into
alliance against the future.

The discovery of Marcel’s vocation arrives with the disclosure of the essence
of time. Moreover, what Marcel achieves within the fiction, the published
novel, unfolding slowly through the years, enacts within the wider culture.
That Proust could sustain a novel for so long, that its events could elongate
and return, that the plot of novel could resolve in the naming of time as its
great protagonist — all this confirmed Time-consciousness as an inescapable
topos of Modernism.

In England the way had been prepared by the philosophy of Henri Bergson,
which had such a significant influence on Proust. Bergson’s lectures became
celebrated; his early publications developed a committed following. The telling
event was the translation of the early work, Essai sur les données immédiates de
la conscience, published in France in 1889, appearing in English in 1910 as Time
and Free Will. It was closely followed by the translations of Matiére et mémoire,
essai sur la relation du corps avec Uesprit (1896, translated 1910). Together these
books offered not only an accessible philosophy of time, but also one suited
to the formal experimentation of Modernist fiction.

4 Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, trans. Andreas Mayor and Terence Kilmartin, rev.
D. J. Enright, 6 vols. (London: Chatto & Windus, 1992-6), vol. v1, Time Regained, p. 220.
Further references in parenthesis in the text.
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Bergson’s celebrated insight was that we are creatures who chronically
distort the truth of our experience. Living in a world of material objects, and
struggling to find concepts that will comprehend this outer world, we devise
a system of understanding based on space and spatial relations. Even when we
believe that we have an idea of development or succession — as in the case of
numbers —a close look reveals that we rely on a spatial image, the juxtaposition
of units within an ideal expanse: ‘every clear idea of number implies a visual
image in space’.” Science is founded on the distinctness of discrete numbers
in spatial array.

What happens, asks Bergson, when we look away from numbers and ob-
jects, and back to the inwardness of the psyche? Then we discover that many
mental states, especially our sense of duration, resist understanding in spatial
terms. As opposed to the ‘extensive’ multiplicity of the world — discrete objects
distributed side by side — the ‘intensive’ multiplicities of consciousness defy a
spatial grasp. They resist separation into distinct entities that can be spatially
organised. The telling and influential claim is that there are ‘two differentkinds
of reality’ (97) and that if we can avoid ‘the trespassing of the idea of space upon
the field of pure consciousness’ (98), then we will recognise the compelling
specificity of temporal experience. On the surface of our lives, we look to
organise existence within the clarity of space; we conform to the demands of
social clarity; we accept the hegemony of science. But the ‘fundamental self”
lives in the depths, reaching an experience ‘confused, ever changing, and inex-
pressible, because language cannot get hold of it without arresting its mobility
or fit[ting] into its common-place forms’ (129). For Bergson the decisive aspect
of the deep self is its sense of living-through-time, not as a series of separate
events within a homogeneous volume, but as a layered heterogeneity, a mix of
temporal valences, overlapping and interpenetrating until in a state of ‘pure
duration’, the ‘ego letsitselflive’. It no longer separates the present from earlier
states of mind, but instead “forms both the past and the present states into an
organic whole, as happens when we recall the notes of a tune, melting, so to
speak, into one another’ (100).

Proust’s many volumes owe much to such a Bergsonian understanding of
both life in time and story in time. In Narrative Discourse, Gérard Genette
takes the Proustian ceuvre as a vast cabinet of temporal devices: the ‘recall’ and
‘advance mention’, the ‘singulative” and ‘iterative’, the ‘pause’ and ‘ellipsis’,
indeed all the mechanisms of order, frequency and duration. Yet to the English

 Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness (rpt.
1889, Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience) trans. F. L. Pogson (London: George
Allen & Unwin, 1950), p. 79. Further references given in parenthesis in the text.
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writers on the other side of the Channel, Proust represented a distant and
inimitable monument, at once exemplary and extreme.

* % %

Dorothy Richardson, an early and admiring reader of Proust, can be taken
as his closest English cousin. She herself notes the coincidence between the
appearance of the first volume of A la recherche du temps perdu and the beginning
of her work on Pilgrimage. An unprecedentedly profound and opulent recon-
struction of experience focused from within the mind of a single individual ™® —
this is how she describes the Proustian revolution. But more even than Proust,
Richardson performs the aggressive act of focalisation: the world of Pilgrimage
is coextensive with the consciousness of its protagonist, Miriam Henderson.

Within fiction written in English, the nearest contemporary parallel is
Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. But though they share the voca-
tion of consciousness at a decisive moment in Modernism, their differences
are illuminating. Joyce, too, exploited the power of restriction. The mobility
of Stephen Dedalus’s mind — its wreathing and unfolding — is vivified by the
narrow compass of the novel. And yet, Joyce’s resolve is always to measure a
distance from the intensely focalised consciousness. Through local irony and
large-scale narrative patterning, the work of the mind is qualified and enclosed,
located within a portrait, kept from the privileges of sovereignty.

Richardson, on the other hand, accepts the risk of sovereignty. Her Miriam
is a consciousness liberated from irony and from the qualifications of point of
view. In an early and influential reading of the first three volumes of Pilgrimage,
May Sinclair outlined the principles of Richardson’s method: ‘She must not be
the wise, all-knowing author. She must be Miriam Henderson. She must not
know or divine anything that Miriam does not know or divine; she must not
see anything that Miriam does not see.”” And Sinclair recognises that from
this commitment there follows an austere result.

In this series there is no drama, no situation, no set scene. Nothing happens. It
is just life going on and on. It is Miriam Henderson’s stream of consciousness
going on and on. And in neither is there any grossly discernible beginning or
middle or end. (59)

This is the earliest critical use of the phrase “stream of consciousness’, and it’s
appropriate that Richardson’s work should be the first to receive the epithet.

' Dorothy Richardson, ‘Foreword’, Pointed Roofs, vol. 1 of Pilgrimage (New York: Popular
Library, 1976), p. 10.
7' May Sinclair, “The Novels of Dorothy Richardson’, Egoist, 5, 4, p. 58.
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And yet part of what Sinclair recognises here is that the sovereignty of con-
sciousness unsettles the structure of narrative time. If the metaphor of the
stream suggests a directed temporal flow, then it is misleading when applied
to Pilgrimage, as Richardson seems to have noticed. The most distinctive feature
of time in the early volumes of Pilgrimage is that it tends to become the time of
a perpetual present. Events never accumulate into a structure of experience;
brief vignettes end abruptly; and each situation strikes Miriam Henderson
with the force of novelty. ‘She loved the day that had gone’, we read in Pointed
Roofs, ‘and the one that was coming.”™® Each new phase of time has the same
claim of freshness. Her life, as she puts it in The Tunnel, “would be perpetually
beginning now. Nights and days were all one day; all hers, unlimited.”™ The
present is endlessly absorptive. It’s not that the past disappears, rather that it
loses its distance and becomes another part of the immediate spectacle. As
she would put it much later in March Moonlight: “The whole of what is called
“the past” is with me, seen anew, vividly. No, Schiller, the past does not stand
“being still”. It moves, growing with one’s own growth.”** In the years during
andjust after the war, Richardson maintained the rigour of her experiment and
produced the most strongly marked convergence of sovereign consciousness
and the present tense.

%k 3k 3k

Like Dorothy Richardson, Virginia Woolf was concerned to preserve the brio
of the present, its irreducible plenitude and uproar. And yet, she is even more
interested in the fullness of temporal experience. Immediate experience in
Woolf is not absorptive, but is always fractured by the other tenses. Paul
Ricoeur is right to say that Woolf’s art ‘lies in interweaving the present, with
its stretches of the imminent future and the recent past, and a recollected past,
and so making time progress by slowing it down’.*" The alternating rhythm
of long and short temporalities is what strikes Ricoeur, but to develop the
thought we need to look further back in the phenomenological tradition —
towards Edmund Husserl who was developing his philosophy of time in the
early years of the twentieth century:.

Husserl, having placed the question of time at the centre of his new phe-
nomenology, found himself returning repeatedly to a central conundrum. We

Richardson, Pointed Roofs, p. 111.

¥ Richardson, The Tunnel, vol. 11 of Pilgrimage, p. 30.

Dorothy Richardson, March Moonlight, vol. 1v of Pilgrimage, p. 657.

Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer, 3 vols.
(University of Chicago Press, 1984-8), 111, p. 133.
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hold to the immediacy of the present, the certainty of our direct encounter
with the now’. And yet the ‘now’ continually slips away. How then can we
speak of perception if its object is continually disappearing? The instant of our
encounter with the world seems too flickering to be the basis for experience. In
patient thought about this problem Husserl came to develop a theory of ‘reten-
tion’, which attempts to describe the duration inherent in so-called immediate
experience. A colour is glimpsed, a tone is heard, but even as we move to the
next perceptual moment, we retain a consciousness of the ‘just-having-been,
of just-having-experienced’.* Without this trace of the elapsed sensation, we
would be helpless in the face of successive stimuli. We would never hear a
melody, only a string of tones, replacing one another in the position of this-
now. In fact, all experience fades into the past leaving a ‘comet’s tail’ (Husserl,
Internal Time, 37) behind, and sensory life always contains a ‘steady continuum
of memories’.

Husserl offers a root distinction between the primary memory of retention,
the perpetual sense of a ‘just-having-been’, and recollection proper. The latter
corresponds to our customary sense of memory as the retrieval of something
lostto experience, while ‘retention’ indicates the penumbral quality ofa perpet-
ually fading present. Apart from its philosophic force, the distinction elucidates
the difficulty of Proust, Joyce and Woolf. At the end of her triumphant dinner
party, we read that as Mrs Ramsay ‘left the room, it changed, it shaped itself
differently; it had become, she knew, giving one last look at it over her shoul-
der, already the past’.” Attention to Husserl’s distinction helps us to see what
distinguishes the temporality of much Modernist narrative: not the formal act
of memory, but the play between the now-fading present and the distant past.

Husserl developed the complement to ‘retention’, namely the sense of
an imminent future, which he called “protention’. Our movement through
time involves ‘expectation—intentions whose fulfilment leads to the present’.*
The ‘temporal fringe’ that surrounds the present contains anticipations of
imminence as well as penumbral memory. But Husserl never gave the same
weight to ‘protention’, partly because any bearing towards the future remains
uncertain.” Like Joyce and Proust, Husserl remained most concerned not with
the blank future, but with the vast, intricate expanse of the past. Virginia Woolf,

** Edmund Husserl, On the Phenomenology of the Consciousness of Internal Time, trans. John
Barnett Brough (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1991), p. 169.

» Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1981), p. I1I.

*4 Husserl, On the Phenomenology of the Consciousness of Internal Time, p. 54.

* Paul Ricoeur notes how Husserl favours ‘memory to such an extent at the expense
of expectation’, and remarks that because of his emphasis on perception, Husserl was
incapable of ‘dealing directly with expectation . . . Only Heidegger’s philosophy, anchored
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on the other hand, turns precisely to the blank future, the featureless region
of the time to come. Like her great contemporaries, of course, Woolf remains
attentive to the elaborations of memory. Her novels of the twenties depend
on acts of mourning — for Jacob in Jacob’s Room, Septimus in Mrs Dalloway, Mrs
Ramsay in To the Lighthouse, Percival in The Waves — that require a continuous
encounter with the past. And yet, what gives force to the mourning is that
beyond whatit expresses for the dead, it presupposes a future for the living: they
will forget, and then they too will die. Woolfbroaches not only the inevitability
of death, but also its ‘protentive’ imminence, in the sense that death is always
waiting and lurking. Even before it arrives, it signals its imminence with the
little losses of experience, the forgettings, failures and departures.

Not Husserl, but Husser]’s student Martin Heidegger, offers the philosophic
context for Woolf's fiction of death. That our lived experience is bound up
with care, anticipation and dread; that our finitude presses upon us from
the future; that the prospect of death is the informing vista of an authentic
life — these momentous Heideggerian themes were of course not influences
upon Woolf, but they were parallel crystallisations that help to elucidate her
project. In Being and Time, Heidegger radicalised the temporality of Husserl’s
phenomenology; he inscribed temporal experience within our ‘inmost’ being;
heunderstood oursituation, our Dasein, as an essential structure of anticipation
and care. All the modalities of time receive their authentic meaning from the
careful anticipation of a futurity that is a ‘Being-towards-death’. Everyday life
always disguises the significance of our care. But in the ‘moment of vision’,
Dasein confronts its ‘authentic future’.® Anticipation brings Dasein ‘face to
face with the possibility of being itself. . . in an impassioned freedom towards
death’ (Heidegger, Being and Time, 311). The resolute consciousness can pierce
the evasions of the everyday and understand that the essence of its being is a
temporal projection towards death.

The suddenness of mortality in Woolf — whether through war, suicide or
illness — enforces its imminence in all her work of the twenties. Despite the
labour of memory within Mrs Dalloway, its greatest provocation is the swing
round from past to future — from the warmth of recollection to the bite of
inevitable death: Clarissa in her attic room, forced into consciousness of her
age, her weakening body, her fear. The novels typically build a closed circuit of
continuities — through minute attention to acts of expectancy and recall — and

directly in care and not in perception, will be able to do away with the inhibitions that
paralyze the Husserlian analysis of expectation.” Time and Narrative, 111, pp. 36—7.

26 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New
York: Harper & Row, 1962), p. 388.
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then they interrupt the flow of this micro-phenomenology. Clarissa Dalloway
recoils, “"What business had the Bradshaws to talk of death at her party?’ (203).
This is the shudder which breaks through everyday consolation and demands
a radical response.

Ricoeur has recorded a long history of the philosophic struggle to compre-
hend time. On one side, the side of Aristotle, time has been understood as the
time of the cosmos, understood in terms of the motion of objects, the whirl
of events independent of the work of consciousness. On the other side, the
side of Augustine, time is the unfolding of mental elaboration, distentio animi,
concerned not with the movement of objects but with the rhythm of expec-
tation and memory. The Modernists confronted their version of this ancient
quarrel, encouraged in significant ways by the ‘cosmological” research of the
new physics, most notably the theories of Einstein, and also the new ‘soulful’
temporalities offered in one form by Bergson and in another by Freud.

Woolf developed her own understanding of the struggle between lived time
and the time of the universe. Orlando, in its light comic course through the
centuries, plays a virtuoso game with time. And in To the Lighthouse, Woolf
took the dare of her friends, breaking the rhythmic norm of her novel — slow
movements through a single day — and writing a lyric hymn to destructive
cosmos under the heading, “Time Passes’. The abruptly enlarging perspective
at the centre of the book is nothing less than an effort to think of time beyond
the reach of human purposes: characters whose smallest gestures had once
been recorded are now left to die within brackets. But when it returns to a
daily focus in its last section, the novel enshrines a will-to-meaning even within
the acknowledgement of careless, neglectful cosmic time. Woolf’s celebrated
figure of ‘the moment’ — the radiant instant when ‘Life stands still here” and
through an act of responsiveness, coherence can be seized, ‘making of the
moment something permanent’ (To the Lighthouse, 161) — offers itself as an
art of living within the consciousness of death. Through the arrangement of
household objects, the disposition of human beings around a table, or the
composition of masses in a painting, a mere mortal deed can redeem time.

* % %

For Wyndham Lewis it was all a distraction and a mysticism. In a series of
related works in the later twenties Lewis offered a sour but significant account
of the Modernist ‘time-cult’. A special virtue of his polemic was that it forced
the thematics of time into prominence; it denied the inevitability of a new
dispensation; and it denaturalised certain root commitments of Modernism.
Lewis’s The Childermassis one of the least-read books of the decade, butforallits
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provoking difficulty, it remains indispensable to any account of Modernist time.
Thisis in part because Lewis is determined to devise a counter-temporal novel,
abookthatat once develops an oppositional theory and an alternative narrative
method. The novel keeps its commitment to an adversarial Modernism while
setting aside all those devices that had become distinctive marks of a literary
movement: non-linear plotting, the phenomenology of consciousness, prose
lyricism, the vocation of memory.

The Childermass is set in a modern limbo, where the dead subsist in a torpid
afterlife while they wait to be ushered over the mountains into heaven. Fol-
lowing the aimless circuit of two dull clowns — Pullman and Satterthwaite —
the novel offers no plot, no causal or logical succession of incident. Instead it
presents fitful action within a condition of stasis. Its two puppets twitch and
quiver; nothing is fixed in place; the landscape wavers; time shrinks and then
distends. Life is over, but heaven is no nearer. The bitter joke of the first part of
The Childermass is that in waiting for their ascension, these characters in fact
perform the fallen condition of modernity, as Lewis sourly and satirically un-
derstands it —a world of weak half-emancipated figures dominated by bullying
leaders, all occupying an Einsteinian zone of space—time, a Freudian world of
decentred personalities and an empiricist universe of sense-data.

In its second half, with all time, motion or progress suspended, the book
settles into a long dialogue between the impresario of this limbo, the Bailiff,
and a group of insurgents who gather around Hyperides, a representative of
“classical pre-Christianintelligence’.” The Bailiff is precisely the modernleader
as showman, a leering, teasing, joky performer, who sees through the littleness
of modern emancipation and offers himself as the necessary precipitate of the
modernising regime — ‘we of the jazz-age who have . . . enthroned sensible sex,
who have liberated the working-mass and gutted every palace within sight
making a prince of the mechanic’ (261). Against this prim up-to-datedness,
Hyperides speaks back in Lewis’s own accents.

That Time-factor that our kinsman the Greek removed and that you have
put back to obsess, with its movement, everything — to put a jerk and a
wriggle, a tic and a grimace, everwhere [sic] — what is that accomplishing
except the breaking-down of all our concrete world into a dynamical flux,
whose inhuman behests we must follow, instead of it waiting on us? (153)

Pressed hard, the Bailiff gleefully concedes the fatal point: ‘Eternity is in love
with the productions of Time!. .. Time is the mind of Space — Space is the

* Wyndham Lewis, The Childermass (London: Chatto & Windus, 1928), p. 310. Further

references given in parenthesis in the text.
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mere body of Time. Time islife, Time is money, Time is all good things! - Time
is God!” (227). The bloated Bailiff contains the entire history of a disgregation:
the austerity of life lapsing into the flabby mind of time. Or as he blithely
concedes ‘personality is really the main factor in the whole thing’ (208). The
decadent alliance between the fetish of time and the assertion of personality —
this is the point of convergence in Lewis’s relentless critique.*®

* % %

D. H. Lawrence comes late in this discussion, in part because he too separates
himself from what we may call the temporal consensus of English Modernism:
the commitment to time as a sustained thematic occasion, a formal discipline
and a phenomenology. No less than Lewis, Lawrence refuses the canon of
experiment pursued by his contemporaries: neither ‘delayed decoding’ nor
the vocation of memory attract his regard.

Yet unlike Lewis, all of Lawrence’s central conceptions remain determined
by categories of time. The failure of the present, as Lady Chatterley under-
stands, is that ‘moments followed one another without necessarily belonging
to one another’:* “Time went on as the clock does, half-past eight instead of
half-past seven” (Lady Chatterley’s Lover, 19). The impulse towards freedom —
which becomes both more insistent and convulsive in the later works — is an
impulse towards a not yet created, a still unborn future. Indeed, what rankles
bitterly with Lawrence is any turn towards the past that looks for pleasure
or distraction in the memory of what human beings have made, and felt, and
done. Here is the critique of Gudrun and the Decadent avant-gardist Loerke in
Women in Love: “They played with the past, and with the great figures of the past,
asort of little game of chess, or marionettes, all to please themselves. . . As for
the future, that they never mentioned except one laughed out some mocking
dream of the destruction of the world by a ridiculous catastrophe of man’s
invention . . . *° This is the nadir of temporal Decadence for Lawrence, this
turning towards the past in idle detachment and curiosity.

As he writes his way out of the wartime catastrophe, Lawrence demands
the risk of apocalypse. Agitated by the failure of modernity, he is willing to
project its total catastrophe, in the hope, as he puts it in Kangaroo, that it will

28 The polemic of 1927 Time and Western Man had indicated the reach of Lewis’s animus. The
bilious attack not only descends upon leading literary contemporaries such as Pound,
Stein and Joyce; it also turns to the philosophy of Bergson and Alexander, the metaphysical
history of Spengler and the physics of Einstein.

* D.H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, ed. Michael Squires (Cambridge University Press,
1993), p. 17

% D. H. Lawrence, Women in Love (1920; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979), p. 444.
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be possible ‘to send out a new shoot in the life of mankind. . .to grow into
new forms’.* Ursula Brangwen ‘wanted to have no past” (Women in Love, 399),
and in the last paragraphs of the novel Rupert Birkin looks with equanimity
beyond the human world.

If humanity ran into a cul-de-sac, and expended itself, the timeless creative
mystery would bring forth some other being, finer, more wonderful, some
new, more lovely race, to carry on the embodiment of creation. The game was
never up. The mystery of creation was fathomless, infallible, inexhaustible, for
ever. Races came and went, species passed away, but ever new species arose,
more lovely, or equally lovely, always surpassing wonder. (470)

Birkin’s speculation stands out as the projection of an anti-humanist, non-
Christian futurity, and as such it serves as one epitome of Modernist hope.
Suppose it were possible just to cut away the past and to take the dare of an
unknown future? Suppose a confidence in the ‘creative mystery” were enough
to carry one through the failures of the present tense, secure in the thought
that splendid novelty would greet the days to come?

But Lawrence understood and recorded the confusing valences of time.
Everywhere alongside the confident projection into the future stood the in-
stances of demoralisation and resignation, the disbelief in any redemptive
course for a fallen modern humanity. And then perhaps most interesting are
those characteristic Lawrentian moments of mixed temporal modes. Often, as
he tries to imagine a liveable future, he looks back to a long-suppressed, long-
forgotten past, as in his evocation of ‘older gods, older ideals, different gods:
before the Jews invented a mental Jehovah, and a spiritual Christ’ (Kangaroo,
206). What has been lost long ago may hold the secret for a redeemed future.
The time before may guide us towards the time to come.

* % %

In the last pages of Parade’s End, the aging Christopher Tietjens has separated
from his wife, Sylvia; he is living with the woman he loves, Valentine Wannop;
and they reside in the neighbourhood, though not in the grounds, of the an-
cient Tietjens estate. When Ford was not calling his protagonist a man of the
eighteenth century, he was naming him a man of the seventeenth. But here he
lives in an openly unsanctified marriage, daring to test progressive ideals. This
mixing of temporalities — Tietjiens as the Tory progressive, the seventeenth-
century personality as the man of the future — conforms to the Lawrentian

3 D. H. Lawrence, Kangaroo, ed. Bruce Steele (1923; Cambridge University Press, 1994),
p- 69.
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doubleness. Indeed, the harking back to some distant past — whether in the in-
timacy of childhood or in public history —is often the condition for any glimpse
into a future. Molly Bloom recollecting the proposal on Howth, Lily Briscoe
mourning for Mrs Ramsay, Proust’s Marcel remembering the madeleine —
these are the ancient signs of a world to come, and they stand alongside the
examples from Ford and Lawrence to suggest a common disposition in High
Modernist narrative.

To call this a synthesis or an equilibrium would be to claim too much. The
work of the twenties did not bring the problem of time to any resting place. In
the decades to follow, altered circumstances changed the literary enactment of
time. One way to put this is to say that time lost its aura, that it was absorbed
back into history. But before that occurred, the Modernist ‘time-mind’ of the
1920s, including its negative image in Wyndham Lewis, forced temporality to
occupy a place arguably more conscious and conspicuous than it had ever held
before.
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Modern life: fiction and satire

DAVID BRADSHAW

The epoch between the end of World War I and that of World War 1II is
framed by two of the landmark prose satires of the century. However, while
Wyndham Lewis’s Tarr (1918) is an uncompromising product of the Modernist
avant-garde, George Orwell’'s Animal Farm (1945) employs the traditional form
of the fable to put across its complex critique of revolutionary socialism with
almost populist clarity, the epitome, in every way (apart from its brevity) of all
that High Modernism spurned. Other satires of note appeared in the interim,
so although the 1918—45 period is most strikingly an era of ambitious rebuilding
in Anglo-Irish fiction, with Joyce and Woolf as its leading architects, it is hardly
less boldly a time of demolition (both of the certainties of the past and the
enthusiasms of the present), with Lewis, Aldous Huxley and Evelyn Waugh
as its foremost iconoclasts. Moreover, although the type of social satire with
which these three novelists are associated largely dies out by the mid-1930s
(before resurfacing, mutatis mutandis, in the 1950s novels of Kingsley Amis and
Angus Wilson), a satirical spirit pervades the period’s literature and is evident,
for example, in Ulysses, Jacob’s Room, The Waste Land, Orlando, Finnegans Wake
and Between the Acts. ‘I much doubt that any young person of our time can be
impressed by a poem, a painting, or a piece of music that is not flavored with
a dash of irony’, the cultural critic José Ortega y Gasset remarked in 1925."

It was widely accepted at the time and the critical consensus remains that
‘the war was the soil out of which both wartime and post-wartime satire grew.
And it was in satire that post-war culture found its particular bitter voice.™ If
this tone is most audible in the novels of Huxley and Waugh and the poetry
of T. S. Eliot, it is discernible everywhere, ‘as though disenchantment was a

! José Ortega y Gasset, “The Dehumanization of Art’ (1925), rpt. in The Dehumanization of
Art and Notes on the Novel, trans. Helene Weyl (Princeton University Press, 1948), pp. 3-54;
quotation from p. 48.

* Samuel Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (London: Bodley
Head, 1990), p. 242.
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disease, contracted in the trenches but transmittable to persons who had not
been there’> We hear it, for example, in Eminent Victorians (1918) by Lytton
Strachey, a caustic depreciation of Florence Nightingale and other nineteenth-
century cynosures, and Potterism (1920) by Rose Macaulay, a satire on humbug
and the new power of the popular press. It is also perceptible in the novels
of William Gerhardie, such as The Polyglots (1925) and Jazz and Jasper (1928,
later retitled My Sinful Earth), as well as in Triple Fugue (1924) and Before the
Bombardment (1926) by Osbert Sitwell. “We live today in a world that is socially
and morally wrecked’, Huxley wrote in 1922, in words which might stand as
a statement of belief for all the authors mentioned so far and many more
besides. ‘Between them, the war and the new psychology have smashed most
of the institutions, traditions, creeds, and spiritual values that supported us in
the past. .. The new synthesis that will reassemble, in an artistic whole, the
shattered values of our post-war world. .. will surely be a comic synthesis.
The social tragedy of these last years has gone too far and in its nature and
origin is too profoundly stupid to be represented tragically.™

Wyndham Lewis wrote more about satire than any of his contemporaries,
yet the satirical fiction he produced is so demanding and writerly (in compari-
son with the work of Huxley and Waugh), that while his place in the Modernist
canon remains incontestable, he is equally indisputably the social satirist of
the 1918—45 period whose fiction is least read. Tarr, Lewis’s first novel, begun
as early as 1907 but only completed around the time of the second and final
number of his Vorticist Blast magazine (1914-15), is an exacting read not least
because he:

wanted at the same time for it to be a novel, and to do a piece of writing
worthy of the hand of the abstractist innovator. . . to eliminate anything less
essential than a noun or a verb. Prepositions, pronouns, articles — the small
fry —as far as might be, I would abolish. Of course I was unable to do this, but
for the purposes of the novel, I produced a somewhat jagged prose.”

A satire on bohemian life in Paris, in which Lewis gives full rein to his sense
of the essential mechanism of human beings and in which the title character,
an English painter, is a mouthpiece for many of his own views, Lewis brought
out a heavily revised version of Tarr in 1928 in which he reinstated ‘the small
fry’ and made numerous additions and syntactic adjustments to the text. In

3 Ibid., p. 389.

4 Aldous Huxley, “The Modern Spirit and a Family Party’ (1922), rpt. in Robert S. Baker and
James Sexton, eds., Aldous Huxley, Complete Essays, 6 vols. (1920—5; Chicago: Ivan R. Dee,
2000), I pp. 32-8; quotation from p. 33.

> W. K. Rose, ed., The Letters of Wyndham Lewis (London: Methuen, 1963), pp. 552-3.
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his preface to the new edition, Lewis described the ur-Tarr, justifiably, as ‘the
first book of an epoch in England’, while Pound praised it in 1920 as “the most
vigorous and volcanic English novel of our time’.®

Lewis’s next work of fiction, The Wild Body, a collection of short stories, did
not appear until 1927 and the following year he published his second novel,
The Childermass, an abstruse satirical epic, set on the threshold of a mysterious
heavenly city, with the dead ranged before a grotesque and shadowy interroga-
tor called the Bailiff, who controls entrance to it. Eventually, this novel would
form the first part of a trilogy called The Human Age (the last two volumes,
Monstre Gai and Malign Fiesta, both appeared in 1955). The publication of The
Childermass, in which Lewis satirised Joyce (just as he pilloried the work of
Proust, Gertrude Stein and Joyce in Time and Western Man, also published in
1927), more or less coincided with the launch of his third and last magazine,
The Enemy (1927—9). Lewis had thrived on being a cantankerous cultural pariah
for the past decade or so and a couple of years later, revelling in his notoriety, he
announced in the Daily Herald “that his average day began with a breakfast of
blood oranges, raw meat, and vodka. Thus refreshed, he would dial a random
telephone number and abuse whoever happened to answer. Then he would
hit the streets to glare at innocent passersby.”

This is the studiedly alarming and abrasive figure who published The Apes of
God to considerable acclaim and no little outrage in 1930. By some margin the
period’s most voluminous satire, Lewis’s 625-page, 250,000-word third novel
targeted the Sitwell and Bloomsbury coteries in particular and metropolitan
artiness in general. It showcases some of the most extraordinary prose of its
era while being at the same time unrelentingly offensive. ‘Lewis disguised his
puppets enough to escape libel suits’, Robert T. Chapman has written, ‘but
not too much to hinder identification; yet the value of the novel is not as a
roman d clef, the “apes” are merely symptomatic of a wider malaise and it is

335

this which Lewis explores in the “broadcasts™,® set-piece diatribes, such as the

‘Extract from Encyclical addressed to Mr Zagreus’, in which, inter alia, Lewis
assails the Tt]he general rabble that collects under the equivocal banner of ArT" .2
Richard Aldington had attempted something similarin his Death ofa Hero (1929),

¢ BEzra Pound, ‘Wyndham Lewis’; rpt. in Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, ed. T. S. Eliot (London:
Faber & Faber, 1954), pp. 424—30, quotation from p. 424.

7 Quoted in Timothy Materer, Wyndham Lewis the Novelist (Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 1976), p. 11.

8 Robert T. Chapman, Wyndham Lewis: Fictions and Satires (London: Vision Press, 1973),
p- 94.

® Wyndham Lewis, The Apes of God (1930; Santa Barbara, Black Sparrow Press, 1981), pp. 118—
25; quotation from p. 122.
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but The Apes is a satirical battue on an altogether more epic and thunderous
scale.

Lewis’s satire is assiduously superficial. ‘For The Apes of God,” he wrote, ‘it
could, I think, quite safely be claimed, that no book has ever been written that
has paid more attention to the outside of people. In it their shells, or pelts, or
the language of their bodily movements, come first, not last.”™ In adopting this
externalist approach to his characters, Lewis not only developed the notion
of human beings as automata first adumbrated in Tarr, but also entrenched
himself more deeply in opposition to the likes of Joyce and Stein, whose fiction
was contaminated (he believed) by post-Romantic constructions of subjectiv-
ity. “Satire is very cold’, Lewis insisted in 1934. *. .. There is nothing of the hot
innards of Freud-infected art . . . about Satire . . . The surface of the visible ma-
chinery of life alone is used. .. All is metallic — all is external.™™ In conceiving
of satire in such terms, Lewis’s anti-Joycean method ‘may be folded into the
broader neoclassicist discourse of the Modernist period, whose high priest
was T. E. Hulme and whose legacies can be traced through high Modernism
in the valorization by Pound, Eliot, and others of impersonality, intellection,
coldness, hardness, concreteness, stasis, order, and related antiromanticist prin-
ciples’.” Characteristically, Lewis’s satire is both stridently anti-Modernist and
Modernist to the core.

His ‘cold’” and mechanical technique is exemplified in the following extract
from The Apes, in which Lady Fredigonde Follett, an aged symbol of all Lewis
despised, gets up from a chair:

The unsteady solid rose a few inches, like the levitation of a narwhal. Seconded
by alpenstock and body-servant (holding her humble breath), the escaping half
began to move out from the deep vent. .. The socket of the enormous chair
yawned just short of her hindparts. It was a sort of shell that had been, accord-
ing to some natural law, suddenly vacated by its animal. But this occupant,
who never went far, moved from trough to trough — another everywhere
stood hollow and ready throughout the compartments of its elaborate animal
dwelling.”

* Wyndham Lewis, Satire and Fiction: Preceded by The History of a Rejected Review, Enemy
Pamphlets No. 1 (London: Arthur Press, 1930), p. 46.

" Wyndham Lewis, ‘Studies in the Art of Laughter’ (1934); rpt. in C. J. Fox, ed., Wyndham
Lewis, Enemy Salvoes: Selected Literary Criticism (London: Vision Press, 1975), pp. 41-9;
quotation from p. 44.

> James F. English, Tmagining a Community of Men: Black(shirt) Humor in The Apes of
God’, in Comic Transactions: Literature, Humor, and the Politics of Community in Twentieth-
Century Britain (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1994), pp. 67-97; quotation
from p. 74.

B Lewis, The Apes of God, pp. 22-3.
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There is no fictional prose quite like this in Britain either in its own period or,
indeed, between 1900 and 2000. The Apes of God is sui generis, the unmatched
Ulysses of inter-war social satire, pulsing with luxuriant imaginative energy
while also ‘mannered, virulent, congested, sometimes obscure, and belliger-
ent both towards other contemporary art and towards broader cultural de-
velopments’.™ The function of satire in classical literature and in the hands,
say, of Jonson, Swift and Pope, is to censure vice and to ridicule those whose
conduct deviates unacceptably from established norms, but Lewis rejected
this view and maintained that for him satire had no ethical purpose at all: “for
no dogmatic moralist sanction seems to me required to play the critic and the
artist in one — which is to be a satirist — any more than a man has to take out
a licence to be a landscape-painter’.” ‘I am a satirist. . .,” he reiterated in Men
Without Art (1934). ‘But I am not a moralist . . . And it is these two facts, taken
together, which constitute my particular difficulty.™

It may be argued, however, that for all Lewis’s focus on exteriority and
coldness and his disavowal of ethical purpose, he was an inveterate moralist;
the dehumanising detachment of his method is always counter-balanced (and
generally overwhelmed) by his conscientious, fiercely personal disgust. His
major polemics of the 1920s, The Art of Being Ruled (1926), Time and Western
Man and The Lion and the Fox (1927), are strenuously moralistic and, despite
his protestations to the contrary, Lewis’s fiction is at heart no different. This is
clear not only in Tarr and The Apes, but also in his next, rather less significant
novel, Snooty Baronet (1932) and, especially, The Roaring Queen, his mid-1930s
satire on the world of books and reviewing (which was withdrawn before
publication in 1936 for fear of libel charges and only appeared in 1973) and The
Revenge for Love (1937), a hybrid of anti-leftist satire and the conventional novel
of action which some critics consider his best work of fiction. It is explicit,
furthermore, in The Mysterious Mr Bull (1938), where Lewis informs us that
‘Tt]he satirist sets out to destroy what he considers bad, or undesirable, so
that what is good, and desirable, may take its place . . . The satirist is an artist
in destruction: one whose purpose is a more reasonable and beautiful social
system.””

4 Mark Perrino, The Poetics of Mockery: Wyndham Lewis’s ‘The Apes of God’ and the Populariza-
tion of Modernism (Leeds: W. S. Maney for the Modern Humanities Research Association,
1995), p. 2.

> Fox, ed., Enemy Salvoes, pp. 44-5.

 Wyndham Lewis, Men Without Art (London: Cassell, 1034), p. 106.

7 Wyndham Lewis, The Mysterious Mr Bull (London: Robert Hale, 1938), pp. 144—5.
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Eliot hailed Lewis as ‘the most fascinating personality of our time’ and
‘the greatest prose master of style of my generation’,” and his writings were
deeply admired by Yeats and even Joyce, butin trying to explain his comparative
neglect by both the academy and the common reader Mark Perrino has argued
that Lewis’s ‘antagonistic stance towards the prevailing Modernist aesthetic’
is at least partly responsible, but, more importantly, that the

heavy element of satire in Lewis’s fiction is fundamentally at odds with the
romantic, subjectivist aspect of Modernism. Besides being offensive to many
humanist sensibilities, radical satire, with its mixture of topicality, didacticism
and fantasy, does not often satisfy the ideal of an autonomous, ‘organically’
unified work of art propounded by the school of American New Criticism
which shaped the modern canon.”

While his satire is nothing like as ‘radical” as Lewis’s, this observation also holds
true for Huxley’s social satires. Taking the novels of Peacock as his principal
model, Huxley assembles a house-party of oddballs in his first novel, Crome
Yellow (1921), and simply lets his characters talk. In so doing, relativity, psy-
choanalysis, spiritualism, birth-control, the popular Bildungsroman and other
fads of the moment are sent up. Indeed, one of the characters, Scogan, could
be describing much of the appeal of Crome Yellow itself when he pinpoints
the attractions of the imaginary Tales of Knockespotch in chapter 14. ‘Fabulous
characters shoot across his pages . .. An immense erudition and an immense
fancy go hand in hand. All the ideas of the present and of the past...smile
gravely or grimace a caricature of themselves, then disappear to make place
for something new. The verbal surface of the writing is rich and fantastically
diversified. The wit is incessant . .. *°

But as well as seeking to amuse his readers, Huxley channelled his abhor-
rence of the war and the Established Church into his portrait of Mr Bodiham,
a bellicose cleric. ‘He was the man in the Iron Mask. . .iron folds, hard and
unchanging, ran perpendicularly down his cheeks; his nose was the iron beak
of some thin, delicate bird of rapine . .. round [his eyes] the skin was dark, as
though it had been charred. .. His voice ... when he raised it in preaching,
was harsh, like the grating of iron hinges when a seldom-used door is opened’
(76—7). Huxley’s second novel, Antic Hay (1923), opens in a similarly anti-clerical

® He made the first comment in 1916 and the second in 1955. Both are quoted in Perrino,
Poetics of Mockery, p. [1].

19 Perrino, Poetics of Mockery, p. 2.

*° Aldous Huxley, Crome Yellow (London: Chatto & Windus, 1921), pp. 151—2. Further refer-
ences given in parenthesis in the text.
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vein with Theodore Gumbril musing in a chapel with his eyes fixed on ‘the
vast window opposite, all blue and jaundiced and bloody with nineteenth-
century glass . .. about the existence and the nature of God’.*' His thoughts
prove unproductive, but Gumbril does come up with the concept of inflatable
trousers to counteract the hardness of ecclesiastical stalls, having previously
recalled the death of his mother in a way which is closely indebted to the cir-
cumstances surrounding the death of Huxley’s own mother in 1908. When his
father remonstrated with him about the novel, Huxley was conciliatory, but
also explained that it was ‘intended to reflect . . . the life and opinions of an age
which has seen the violent disruption of almost all the standards, conventions
and values current in the previous epoch’,** and this sense of radical upheaval
is shared by a number of his characters. “The Black and Tans harry Ireland’,
Scogan remarks in Crome Yellow, ‘the Poles maltreat the Silesians, the bold
Fascisti slaughter their poorer countrymen: we take it all for granted. Since
the war we wonder at nothing’ (163). Calamy, on the other hand, in Huxley’s
third novel, Those Barren Leaves (1925), in which the country house setting has
been relocated to Italy, believes that it would not ‘be possible to live in a more
exciting age ... The sense that everything’s perfectly provisional and tempo-
rary — everything, from social institutions to what we’ve hitherto regarded as
the most sacred scientific truths — the feeling that nothing, from the Treaty
of Versailles to the rationally explicable universe, is really safe ... why, it’s all
infinitely exhilarating.’

Huxley’s early novels throng with men and women who not only talk a lot
but talk only on one topic. In Crome Yellow, sanitation is the sole concern of Sir
Ferdinando Lapith; Henry Wimbush is only interested in the history of Crome
he is writing; his wife, Priscilla, is enraptured by astrology to the exclusion of
all else and Barbecue-Smith can connect with very little besides spiritualism.
Likewise, in Antic Hay there are characters who are preoccupied with kidneys
(Shearwater), sex (Coleman) and their own unrecognised genius (Lypiatt). As
a Menippian satirist, the development of rich and rounded characters held
scant appeal for Huxley. Instead, his focus is on ‘mental attitudes. Pedants,
bigots, cranks, parvenus, virtuosi, enthusiasts . . . [all] handled in terms of their
occupational approach to life as distinct from their social behaviour.” “We
are apt to see but a single aspect of reality’, Huxley wrote in 1919, ‘the aspect

* Aldous Huxley, Antic Hay (London: Chatto & Windus, 1923), p. 3.

** Grover Smith, ed., Letters of Aldous Huxley (London: Chatto & Windus, 1969), p. 224.

* Aldous Huxley, Those Barren Leaves (London: Chatto & Windus, 1925), p. 34. Further
references given in parenthesis in the text.

*4 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton University Press, 1957), p. 309.
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in which we personally are most interested, and to imagine that the single
facet which is before our eyes is the whole truth...It is the business of the
philosopher, standing apart from the world of things. .. to look on reality as
a whole and as it exists in all its possible modes of being.’® It is from this
‘philosophical’ position that Huxley satirises the untalented painters, third-
rate writers, crotcheteers and sundry monomaniacs who frequent his early
fiction. Men such as Lord Tantamount in Huxley’s fourth and most ambitious
novel of the 1920s, Point Counter Point (1928), who, despite his avowed vitalism,
is no more than a hard-line mechanist, curious to know, among other things,
what might happen if the tissue of a newt’s tail is grafted onto the stump of
one of its amputated forelegs.

As well as satirising aspects of the present day, Antic Hay provides the first
glimpse of the more mystically inclined novelist into which Huxley would
develop. ‘One reality’, Lypiatt booms, ‘there is only one reality’ (64), while
Gumbril at one point senses the tantalising proximity of a ‘crystal world” of
truth (188). Similarly, Those Barren Leaves concludes with Calamy pursuing
a life of contemplative retirement, utterly persuaded that ‘reality exists and
is manifestly very different from what we ordinarily suppose it to be’ (369).
Huxley was satisfied, initially, that he had made plain in his third novel what
had only been implied in his second, but almost immediately after its pub-
lication he came to the conclusion that Those Barren Leaves was ‘jejune and
shallow and off the point’.>® He had now entered a D. H. Lawrentian phase
(the two men were close friends in the late 1920s) and in Point Counter Point he
puts all his authorial weight behind the blatantly Lawrentian Rampion, and
non-human reality, as reified in the music of Beethoven, is, for the time being,
associated with waywardness. (This turn away from mysticism to life-worship
is even more pronounced in Huxley’s next book, the non-fictional Do What
You Will (1929).) Point Counter Point is primarily a novel of ideas (a genre which
is defined in chapter 22: “The character of each personage must be implied, as
far as possible, in the ideas of which he is the mouthpiece .. .")* rather than
a social satire and it was not to everyone’s taste. Lewis, for example, put the
first page to what he called “The Taxi-Cab-Driver Test’ in Satire and Fiction and
found the result ‘terribly decisive: for no book opening upon this tone of vul-
gar complicity with the dreariest of suburban library-readers could . . . change
its skin, in the course of its 600 long pages, and become anything but a

» Aldous Huxley, ‘Lord Haldane as a Philosopher’, Athenaeum (4 July 1919), p. 558.
*¢ Smith, ed., Letters of Aldous Huxley, p. 242.
7" Aldous Huxley, Point Counter Point (London: Chatto & Windus, 1928), p. 409.
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dull and vulgar book’,*® a judgement (typically) which is both severe and
acute.

Brave New World, Huxley’s most celebrated novel, appeared in 1932. In many
ways a return to the satirical mode which had brought him success in the early
1920s, the primitivism of Lawrence (who had died in 1930) is now lampooned
(in Huxley’s treatment of the New Mexico Savage Reservation) alongside
New Deal economics, Soviet-style planning, Fordism and other contemporary
vogues. Traditionally bracketed with Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) as a
dystopia, a novel in which Huxley inscribes his forebodings about the future
and biological engineering, this way of reading Brave New World has been
problematised in recent years following the rediscovery of Huxley’s non-fiction
and radio broadcasts from the early 1930s.>* These indicate that much of what
Huxley is presumed to have feared — such as the state use of eugenics, planning
and propaganda — he actually embraced as desirable at the time he wrote the
novel. In fact, Huxley was a vehement anti-democrat until the mid-1930s, when
he committed himself to absolute pacifism. His next novel, Eyeless in Gaza
(1936), turned out to be a fictionalised chronicle of his life to date, charting his
journey through the wilderness of the inter-war years to the higher ground of
hisnew convictions. This was not quite the end of Huxley the satirist, however.
Domiciled in the United States from 1937 until his death, Huxley published After
Many a Summer in 1939, which is in part a satire on the hubristic extravagance
of William Randolph Hearst, the newspaper magnate and original of Orson
Welles’s Citizen Kane (1940). Time Must Have a Stop (1945) marks the beginning
of a palpable decline in Huxley’s fiction, and none of his later novels compares
favourably with his early work. By abandoning satire in favour of seriousness,
Huxley signalled a growing sense of purpose in his life and work, but he had
deserted his true forte once and for all.

Another social satirist whose second novel shows clear signs of his eventual
turn away from satire is Evelyn Waugh. Prior to Vile Bodies (1930), however,
Waugh published Decline and Fall (1928), one of the undoubted comic mas-
terworks of English literature. Conceived in the fantastic, ‘Knockespotchian’
mode of Crome Yellow, it traces the misadventures of Paul Pennyfeather, an
ineffectual Oxford undergraduate, who is sent down after being debagged (his
assailants are not even reprimanded) and who is then caught up in a round of
absurd events including his unjust imprisonment, apparent death, miraculous
recovery and readmission, only thinly disguised as his cousin, to the same

8 Lewis, Satire and Fiction, p. 60.
* See David Bradshaw, ed., The Hidden Huxley: Contempt and Compassion for the Masses
192036 (London: Faber & Faber, 1994).
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