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General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China.
FLTRP is to be congratulated for its imagination and foresight in making
these crucial texts available to teachers and students of literature through-
out China. There is arguably no greater force in producing understand-
ing between peoples than the transmission of literary traditions—the
great heritage of narrative, lyric, and prose forms that give cultures their
distinctive character. Literary criticism and theory stand at the cross-
roads of these transmissions. It is the body of writing that reflects on
what a literature has meant to a culture. It investigates the moral, political,
and experiential dimensions of literary traditions, linking form to content,
literature to history, the sensuous love of literature to analytic
understanding.

The availability of these important texts will greatly help students and
teachers to become acquainted with recent criticism and major critical
theories and movements. I am convinced that the series will make an
important contribution to the literary education of China, increasing lit-
eracy in new fields and international understanding at the same time. It
is an extraordinarily timely venture, at a time when comparative literary
study in a global context has become increasingly important for
professionals, and beyond that, for a general readership that seeks a deeper
understanding of literature.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History

University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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I

The Contemporary English Novel

WE HAVE BEEN REMINDED with alarming frequency that
the English novel of the last thirty years has diminished in scale:
that no writer has the moral urgency of a Conrad, the verbal gifts
and wit of a Joyce, the vitality and all-consuming obsession
of a Lawrence; further, that the novel has forsaken its traditional
role of delineating manners and morals, and, finally, that the
novel is in a decline from which rescue is virtually impossible.
Granted that these claims do have partial substance, nevertheless
one must insist that the novel of the last three decades or so—the
post-Ulysses novel—contains the vitality and vigor worthy of a
major genre. Granted also that recent years have not turned up
another Joyce, Lawrence, or Conrad; they have, however, seen
distinguished work by established writers like Graham Greene,
Samuel Beckett, Henry Green, Elizabeth Bowen, C. P. Snow, Ivy
Compton-Burnett, and Evelyn Waugh, as well as promising novels
by their younger contemporaries, Lawrence Durrell, Iris Mur-
doch, William Golding, Doris Lessing, Angus Wilson, and Philip
Toynbee, among several others.

The English literary response to the severe international crises
of the second third of this century has been curious. The novelists
of the first third were concerned with major problems and major
conflicts. Forsaking direct political comment, they were neverthe-
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less involved in the larger world. The novelists’ intentions were
realistic as well as impressionistic, and the fictional world that re-
sulted was varied, many-hued, occasionally profound, and often
exciting. This heritage of intellectual excitement has passed to
the poets and not to the novelists of the second third of the cen-
tury, while the novel has become something else. In the hands of
Graham Greene, Elizabeth Bowen, Evelyn Waugh, C. P. Snow,
George Orwell, and Joyce Cary, the novel has generally tended to
become restrictive rather than extensive, to bring back traditional
character and plot rather than to seek the inexpressible; in brief,
to return to more self-contained matter while retaining, however,
many of the technical developments of the major moderns. The
contemporary novel is clearly no longer “modern.”

The second group of novelists, several of whom had begun to
write in the early 1930’s, skipped the immediate influences of
their older contemporaries and with few exceptions returned to
the narrative manner of the late Victorians. C. P. Snow is closer
to George Eliot, Galsworthy, and Bennett than he is to Joyce or
Lawrence, or any of the major continental writers; while Joyce
Cary seems to be following Sterne, Fielding, and Dickens; and
Graham Greene appears akin to Wilkie Collins, Robert Louis
Stevenson, Rider Haggard, and early Conrad. Ivy Compton-
Burnett does not trespass this side of 1910, and George Orwell
returned to Gissing and Zola for his method. In common, these
writers agree that the experimental novel—especially its treat-
ment of plot—is no longer viable and that retreat is perhaps ex-
pedient.

In many ways, of course, this realization is healthy. Experimen-
tation is always to be encouraged, but it can easily lead to disas-
trous results, as many of the less successful attempts at “modernity”
have demonstrated. The drawbacks to this failure to experi-
ment, however, are as obvious as’ the virtues. While the contempo-
rary writer gains directness, he forgoes paradox, irony, density,
significance of theme—elements that enabled the impressionists
and symbolists to go beyond the stated and the defined. The ear-
lier novelists skillfully manipulated an audience which had ac-
cepted the Victorian and late Victorian novel and showed it the
possibilities that the genre still offered. Conrad, Lawrence, and
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Joyce pumped new life into a genre that had been declared dead
and created new readers for new novels. The second group of
realists has not sought so broad an audience and through retreat
has limited the novel’s horizons. Technique, experimentation,
method—these terms are now hardly mentioned. C. P. Snow, for
example, has voiced his disdain for those who create “artistic
novels,” like Plato apparently desiring to banish the poet from
scientific society.

If there is a difference in the creations of the two groups, part of
this difference is due to the backgrounds of the various writers.
The contemporary novelists represent England and English ideals
more closely than did their predecessors. Of the three major novel-
ists in the older group, only Lawrence, it will be recalled, was na-
tive-born. The foreigners Conrad and Joyce introduced several
ideas into the novel that do not derive from any English tradition;
while C. P. Snow, Elizabeth Bowen, Joyce Cary and Evelyn
Waugh, to name only four contemporaries, clearly are, whether
for good or ill, English. The novel in Joyce’s hands was interna-
tionalized; in Cary’s and Waugh’s Anglicized.

The earlier novel, despite its ostensible anti-intellectuality,
moved into the realms of psychology, sociology, anthropology; its
methodology had the jaggedness of contemporary life. The
younger novelists, with some few exceptions, have far less grandi-
ose plans; they do not deride intellect in intellectual terms, nor do
they incorporate strange knowledge into their work. Their novels
are, generally, shorter than those of their predecessors. We com-
municate now in communiques, Camus said in The Stranger. One
of the most successful and knotty of contemporary novelists, Gra-
ham Greene, writes novels that rarely extend beyond 75,000
words; and yet he, more than most of his contemporaries, is con-
cerned with such weighty subjects as man’s relation to himself and
to his God. Greene is satisfied to make his point specifically: his
characters are few, his architectonic is simple, his language direct.

The tremendous pressure of outside events in the last thirty
years has resulted in withdrawal; and while the first group of
novelists included, the second has excluded. As outside pressures
increased, the retreat became more apparent, the novel attaining
chance moments of intensity but at the expense of scope. By some



