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Introduction

David Bradshaw

This innovative collection of specially commissioned essays is essential reading
for anyone wishing to come to terms with the intellectual matrix of Anglo-
American literary modernism. In making available to non-specialist readers
twelve expert overviews of some of the most significant fields and phenom-
ena – such as physics, anthropology, psychoanalysis, and Nietzscheanism –
which impacted on the “revolution of the word” between (roughly) 1880
and 1939, the companion provides both a range of contexts for modernist
literature and a series of essays which are accessible and authoritative in
their own right. Together they comprise the story of an age.

For the first time, material condensed from a formidable array of techni-
cal books and learned articles has been brought together in a single vol-
ume, and while the companion’s main target reader is the literary student,
it is anticipated that its scope and reach will also appeal to specialists in a
number of other disciplines and, indeed, to any general reader with an
interest in discovering more about the remarkable intellectual milieu of
an extraordinary cultural epoch.

An enhanced awareness of the efflorescence of ideas which occurred in
twelve major fields in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
can only intensify the reader’s appreciation of the radical and iconoclastic
environment in which literary modernism emerged and flourished. Most
of the essays foreground individual modernist writers who registered the
contiguous upheavals in science, philosophy, and language with particu-
lar vividness and relish, and in all the chapters the stress falls on the effects
which specific breakthroughs, concepts, and paradigm shifts had on the
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wider intellectual community rather than on a more narrow and insular
account of the specialist topic in question.

If contextual knowledge can release textual meanings, none of the au-
thors of this compilation would wish to claim that the relationship be-
tween imaginative writing and the ideas it embodies, shadows, or kicks
against is anything but complex, multiplex, and sensitive. However, there
are so many instances of modernist writers appropriating aspects of and
even whole areas of specialist knowledge which in turn transformed the
shape and tenor of their work – Yeats and eugenics, H. D. and psychoa-
nalysis, Graves and myth, are obvious examples – that this collection needs
no more justification, perhaps, than that it will undoubtedly further an
understanding of such modernist bending, borrowing, and bricolage.
Among other things, these essays will reinvigorate the reader’s thinking
about such core issues as the Nietzschean inflection of modernism, the
advent and appeal of Bergsonism, the modernist state, publishing and the
modernist reader, the interface between technology and modernism, eu-
genics and the life sciences, the institutions and market conditions of mod-
ernism, and that more precise revolution of the word instigated by Saussure,
Bloomfield, and their fellow-linguists.

It is now universally accepted that the Anglo-American modernist move-
ment comprised much more than a largely white, male avant-garde con-
scientiously detached from and contemptuous of both the literary
mainstream and modernity at large. We also know that human character
did not change in 1910 (despite Virginia Woolf’s claim that it did), just as
a decade earlier (despite the death of Nietzsche) the new century had
dawned without incident, culturally speaking, apart from the appearance
(in German) of Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams. Indeed, critical speculation
about when, precisely, modernism burst forth and when it petered out
looks more and more futile as time goes on: no period of cultural activity
is airtight and all watersheds form part of more extensive upland systems
that are fed by rain carried from far away. This volume’s attempt to isolate
and elucidate the major intellectual developments which assumed impor-
tance for modernist writers has been made with an acute awareness that
the temper of a historical period is always and inevitably continuous with
the past as well as being fissiparous, contradictory, manifold, and fugitive.
Preoccupations which appear to have colonized the mind of one writer
show no sign of having had any influence at all on the vast majority of his
or her contemporaries, making any attempt to capture an era’s “turn of
mind” or “climate of opinion” all the more fraught with conceptual, pro-
cedural, and terminological difficulty. Like Patricia Waugh, the authors of
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these essays would forcefully reject “the notion of Zeitgeist as a seamless
and overarching historical unity binding literature to philosophy and sci-
entific discovery in a straightforward reflectionist chain” (Waugh 1997:
6). But, to a greater or lesser extent, they all share a conviction that it can
only benefit students of the period in general, and students of its literature
in particular, to become more familiar with specialist fields of knowledge
which are patently in play, one way or another, in the diverse writings of
the modernist age, a remarkably distinct, though far from stand-alone
cultural era.

If each of these essays is concerned to facilitate the reading of modernist
texts by bringing on the reader’ s receptivity to what they may enclose, an
even greater aspiration of the volume is to be dependable without being
reductive. Background or contextual knowledge may amplify our under-
standing of a text by indicating new possibilities of interpretation, but con-
texts must never be configured as cordons beyond which contextually
“unauthorized” readings are barred from progressing. This companion is
conceived as a guidebook, not a code book, and its chief aim is to provide
a free-standing, probing, and reliable supplement to modernism which
avoids the pitfalls of superficiality, over-prescriptiveness, and oversimpli-
fication.

Neither the editor nor any of the contributors would wish to argue that
the twelve topics covered by the essays are the only modernist preoccupa-
tions which the reader should consider. Another, longer book might have
contained additional essays on, among other things, the occult, social credit,
aviation, race, historiography, skyscrapers, dance, censorship, Russia,
America, rejuvenation, cinematography, telephony, music hall, and ecol-
ogy, yet even so it would have been hardly less selective for all its extra
bulk. Taken together, these twelve new essays explore what are probably
the most significant of the ideas which were “in the air” (to borrow a
phrase of Grant Allen’s quoted in Angelique Richardson’s chapter) during
the modernist epoch. However, the mentality of modernism was so thick
with novelty and discovery that it would be unwise to be too categorical
about this. Moreover, there have already been numerous studies of the
great structural issues which spanned the period, such as feminism, impe-
rialism, and war, and this is the only reason why chapters have not been
dedicated to those key concerns in this volume.

One of the most interesting aspects of the book, perhaps, is the way it
will help promote an understanding of the cross-fertilization of ideas in
the period. The eugenist R. A. Fisher, for example, “one of the most im-
portant and productive thinkers in statistics of [the twentieth] century”



David Bradshaw

4

(Mazumdar 1991: 96), was also deeply read in Nietzsche. “An interest in
Nietzsche,” indeed:

was not uncommon among the eugenists. Maximilian Mügge . . . who occa-
sionally lectured for the Eugenics Education Society, wrote in 1909 in the
first volume of the Eugenics Review that Galton had founded a racial religion:
the ideal of the super-man would supply the religious feeling of responsibil-
ity which would give the science its popular support. Havelock Ellis, another
founding member of the [Eugenics Education] Society, was also one of
Nietzsche’s most prolific exponents in English . . . . The commentators at this
time generally saw Nietzsche as the philosopher of Darwinism and evolu-
tion whose Übermensch was the forerunner of a new human race, a master
race. (Mazumdar 1991: 104)

Similarly, Oscar Levy, the man responsible for the first complete and au-
thorized translation of the works of Nietzsche into English, was also a
degenerationist and dedicated eugenist, as was his fellow Nietzschean, the
anti-democrat and misogynist Anthony Ludovici (for more on both of them
see Michael Bell’s chapter on Nietzscheanism). The reader of the first three
chapters of this collection, therefore, will have been introduced to the
mindset of a common intellectual type in the modernist period, the post-
Darwinian, Nietzschean, eugenist and elitist, and it is hoped that other
chapter clusters will offer similar insights. Equally valuable is the way in
which the essays will encourage the reader to look at the same text from a
number of perspectives: for example, The Waste Land as seen through the
eyes of Jeremy MacClancy, Mary Ann Gillies, Stephen Frosh, and myself.

“Literature undeniably reflects in some sense the life and thought of its
time,” Michael Bell began his Introduction to the 1900–1930 volume of
“The Context of English Literature” series in 1980, “but to determine how
it does so is the delicate and continuing function of criticism.” He contin-
ued:

It may address itself to “life” in a greater or lesser degree but its value as
literature is not in any simple sense contingent on such a criterion. The vital-
ity or meaningfulness of literature hinges on its internal intensity rather
than the quantity of historical information in a factual sense that it may
include. It is a delicate matter, therefore, to mediate pertinently between
literary experience and its putative contexts; to discuss “influences” and pre-
occupations without collapsing the tension of this vital heterogeneity. (1980:
1)

These cautionary words are as relevant today as they were when Michael


