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A HISTORY OF THE MODERNIST NOVEL

A History of the Modernist Novel reassesses the modernist canon
and produces a wealth of new comparative analyses that radically
revise the novel’s history. Drawing on American, English, Irish,
Russian, French, and German traditions, leading scholars chal-
lenge existing attitudes about realism and modernism and draw
new attention to everyday life and everyday objects. In addition to
its exploration of new forms such as the modernist genre novel
and experimental historical novel, this book considers the novel in
postcolonial, transnational, and cosmopolitan contexts. A History
of the Modernist Novel also considers the novel’s global reach while
suggesting that the epoch of modernism is not yet finished.

GREGORY CASTLE is a professor of British and Irish literature at
Arizona State University. He has published Modemism and the
Celtic Revival, Reading the Modemist Bildungsroman, and The
Literary Theory Handbook. He has edited Postcolonial Discourses,
volume one, of Wiley-Blackwell’s Encyclopedia of Literary and
Cultural Theory. He has written essays on Joyce, Yeats, Wilde,
Stoker, and other modernist and postcolonial writers, and he is
working on a monograph entitled Modernism and the Temporalities
of Irish Revival.
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INTRODUCTION

Matter in Motion in the Modernist Novel

Gregory Castle

Modernism and the Problem of the Real

In 1933, Virginia Woolf wrote in her diary of her frustration with the
novel. “The thing is to be venturous, bold, to take every possible
fence. One might introduce plays, poems, letters, dialogues: must
get the round, not only the flat. Not the theory only. And conversa-
tion; argument.”" 4 History of the Modernist Novel attempts to fill in
this tantalizing and elliptical description of the novel, made at a time
when experimentalism in the form was at its height. It confirms in
sometimes surprising ways that the modernist novel has always been
“venturous and bold,” from the era of the sensational aesthetic novel
of Beauty to the late modernist tales of beautiful failures. It charts the
myriad temporalities, lines of development, subgenres and styles
that flourished in the modernist epoch (ca. 1880-1950). A multi-
voiced approach to literary history suits well a genre characterized
by pluralism and a degree of aesthetic experimentation that fre-
quently entailed collaboration, interdisciplinary borrowings, and
hybrid literary forms. Its generic richness — which includes natural-
ist, aesthetic, fantasy, adventure, Gothic, comic, impressionistic,
didactic and parodic styles and modes — is the result of a singular
openness to the reality it strives to include. M. M. Bakhtin recog-
nized this in the 1930s, in his examination of the novel as a dynamic
and dialogic form. The novel, he wrote, is “the sole genre that
continues to develop, that is as yet uncompleted,” the sole genre to
occupy a zone of “maximally close contact between the represented
object and contemporary reality in all its inconclusiveness.”



