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THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO THE
TWENTIETH-CENTURY ENGLISH NOVEL

The twentieth-century English novel encompasses a vast body of work, and
one of the most important and most widely read genres of literature.
Balancing close readings of particular novels with a comprehensive survey of
the last century of published fiction, this Companion introduces readers to
more than a hundred major and minor novelists. It demonstrates continuities
in novel-writing that bridge the century’s pre- and postwar halves and
presents leading critical ideas about English fiction’s themes and forms. The
essays examine the endurance of modernist style throughout the century, the
role of nationality and the contested role of the English language in all its
forms, and the relationships between realism and other fictional modes:
fantasy, romance, science fiction. Students, scholars and readers will find this
Companion an indispensable guide to the history of the English novel.
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ROBERT L. CASERIO

Introduction

The following chapters attempt a comprehensive overview of the twentieth-
century English novel. Their attempt is unusual, because literary history
customarily divides the last century into distinct halves. The first half of the
customary division, ending with World War I, focuses on modernist authors
and works and their contexts, and thereby consolidates modernism’s great
achievements in fiction. The second half hypothesizes a postmodern age, and
treats fiction in light of hypotheses about what postmodernism is (one of
the hypotheses is that postmodernism abandons thinking in terms of great
artistic achievements). Sound, subtle and fruitful reasoning, by numerous
distinguished commentators, justifies such an apportionment of literary
history. But the separation also tends to compartmentalize knowledge, and
to insure itself against challenge.

Although compartmentalizing need not refute continuities, it does not
always stimulate awareness of them. This volume, bridging pre-1945 and
post-1945 fiction, searches out more continuities between modernism and
postmodernism than meet the eye. It explores dynamic similarities as well as
contrasts among novels that span generational, cultural, and contextual
differences. It is common for literary historians to consider post-Windrush
novelists, who left behind their colonial origins in exchange for life in
London, as doubly figures of exile: dislocated from their first home, yet
unable to be at ease in their second home, hence perpetually diasporic. What
is not common is for literary historians to consider ways in which such an
exilic condition is prefigured in the modernist moment, and is attached to it —
in terms of repetition and variation — via Henry James, Conrad, Joyce, and
Lawrence’s self-imposed exiles, or in terms of feminist or “minority” writers
who feel internally if not externally exiled from gender roles or social orders
that regulate their experience. Differences between modernist and post-
Windrush phenomenologies of exile certainly are not to be underestimated,
above all in regard to race and class differences; but contrasts are not the
only story to be told about them. Whatever differentiates dislocations of



