
The Retroactive Canon: 
Constructing a Network of Modernisms

“History may be servitude,
History may be freedom. See now they vanish,

To become renewed, transfigured in another pattern”
T. S. Eliot

T HE LINES above are T. S. Eliot speaker’s words in “Little Gidding” of Four Quartets
also quoted in one of the latest published histories (understood as “historical per-
spectives”) on aesthetic movements of the past.1 The four poems, written over

a period of six years, were not collected until Eliot’s New York publisher printed them
together in 1943 and were first published as a series in Great Britain towards the end
of Eliot’s poetic career, in 1941 to 1942. They are, as it seems, four interlinked medi-
tations with the common theme being man’s relationship with time, the universe, and
the divine. To the scholar, the lines above are the eliotesque tour de force in positing his
argument about the past’s configuration in the present and the present’s retroaction
over the past.  Not wisely able to discern “certainties” in the past, T. S Eliot’s respons-
es to it may impart to the contemporary (public and) scholar altogether a rather skep-
tical frame of mind (entangled in modernity’s nihilism and skepticism) and engage
him critically with earlier traditions which implies “a life in conformity with nature.”2

What Andrzej Gasiorek suggested in his amazing analysis about the ties of modernity
to tradition (and the past) bracketed in the Modernism of the 1930s is clearly this aspect
of “retroaction” we are referring to, in the incipit of our paper, and it can be related to
some of T. S. Eliot’s writings about the criticism of capitalism and mass production for
corrupting human beings and for destroying the environment. It is also identified in
Eliot’s liberal life long belief in the concept of the sovereign individual who prevails
over the socio-economic system but who is sadly forced to live in modernity in a world
of “values arising in a mechanized, commercialized, urbanized way of life.”3 One of
our major concerns in the present inquiry about the Modernist canon formation is the
impetus of the retroactive perspective also observed in this section of Four Quartes we have
chosen as an epigraph to this paper.  A retroactive perspective refers to something hap-
pening now that reflects the past (“retroactive” from the Latin “retroagere,” drive or turn
back). Reflected by its present configurations of Modernism(s), canon formation is, in
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itself, a process viewed by the Modernism(s) latest re-visitations as being grounded in
retroactive rather than retrospective close examination of the past. The frequent reference
to “retro-”action is meticulously accurate in Gasiorek’s “history” of modernism when-
ever the author considers the work of a modernist poet and novelist within a strain to
give a “new configuration” to the remains/recollections of the past. Such is the case
with Eliot’s 1930s poems and the strategic innovative recreation of the past by re-
framing the pieces of the past’s puzzle together into a new form evoked to probe and
question the validity of contemporaneity. “These lines,” says Gasiorek, “indicate that Eliot
was not so much seeking to recreate the past as to sift through history in order to make
new configurations out of it so that they could be made relevant to an altered present.
Moreover, the discontinuities between past and present were equally important to his
thinking because he believed that to be aware of the ways in which the past differed from
the present was to reflect upon modern life and to call the contemporary assumption into
question (our emphasis).”4

Published five years earlier and edited by Peter Brooks and Andrzej Gasiorek (among
others), The Oxford Handbook of Modernisms uncovered with its trains of significance,
the “making new” of the science of literature, at the outset of the 21st century. The
book is an inductive-deductive analysis of a systematic change in the history of litera-
ture as indicated by changes of paradigm in theory(ies) and criticism with the moving
away from simple periodizations and chronologies to other accounts of modernism devel-
opment. Such is the one defended by afore mentioned analysts and their co-authors con-
templating the attention given to the topic in the last fifteen years when Modernist Studies
have turned into Modernism(s) studies, much acclaimed and targeted by academic re-
reading and revision and sustained by academic close attention. 

Apparently, the new century had come with an-other and more complex view, in which
the concept of literature submitted to an inductive-historical analysis based on the empir-
ical collecting of data had tentatively opened ways into new version(s) of literature
studies, further moving to interpretive models of literature, understood as a deductive
and dynamic phenomenon. This new “model” is set against an outline of interconnections
of three perspectives (history, theory and criticism), so far understood to separately serve
the institution of literature. As we have already demonstrated in one of our researches
about relatedness and connections in the science of literature,5 part of the new perspec-
tive is the assumption that the science of literature with its well-organized system (involv-
ing the historical, the theoretical and critical perspective) can exchange and use infor-
mation on basis of interconnection and complementarity in its field of action. As analyzed
before, such vision about literary studies in which opposites coexist on basis of com-
plementarity, thus substituting the geometric approach by its dynamic, plural, variety
is conjoint to the new perspective on the material reality (reflected in literature itself)
as triggered by discoveries in physics, in a post-Einsteinian age.6 Not only new approach-
es commenced on the issue of the cultural dimensions of globalization in the early and
mid-1990s but also this other view about literature may have encouraged scholars and
readers alike to accept the thought that modernism can be fairly regarded as “a net-
work of alternatives” and “a range of practices” rather than a temporally neat construc-
tion, and yet diluted or mixed with influences within a formally organized aesthetic
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programme. The authors of The Oxford Handbook disclose this aspect of Modernism(s)
underneath Modernism, tentatively defining the latter as “an overlapping and multiply
networked range of practices that were always caught up in a dialectical process of affirma-
tion and negation (my emphasis).”7 In other terms recommended as either “creative adap-
tation” to cultural and geographic circumstances or “uneven development” informed
by “alternative modernities,”8 such fact or truth of the statement is set up on the (more
or less) firm basis of the modernist new productive re-visitations, beyond the tradi-
tional chronology. This is an attempt to ascertain the cause of modernism in a break-
through: in a “relationship of crisis” and in the type of such relationship that may trigger
innovation. We understand Andrzej Gasiorek’s terms, as a platform of inter-operability
where the co-existence of “past, present and future […] in a relationship of crisis” may
become active.9

For the purpose of our research, the question is whether the complexity of this type
of breakthrough can be identified in the modernist canon formation, when it comes to
the long history of the world literature. It is evident that changes in the canon cannot
be commanded but only suggested and any research or study must record and take notice
of the natural processes of selection that have taken place over the years/decades. Canons
are not resources for analyses in humanities as they are nothing but selections made by
readers and institutions over a long period of time on “canonical candidates” of liter-
ary texts, which come to occupy a place in literary history and are registered as matters
of consequence in various accounts on literature.10 As already demonstrated the “matter
of consequence” is canonicity, which must be taken seriously because it also means the
manifold selections of the literary system.11 However there is an-other face of the
“matter of consequence” which we assume to have ties with the operational mode of the
Reader, the Historian and the Writer, as shown by the two “epistemological condi-
tions” or ways in which contemporary bibliography operates: one with address to the
past (or retrospective) and the other with address to the relevance the past may have
to contemporary literature (retroactive) when one accepts that the historical and cul-
tural background of today has definitely changed the conditions of being. A third way
of operating (one with address to the future) has been suggested by Franco Moretti to
whom a view which is interested in the prospective evolution of literature is made active
around the year 1800 with the emergence of the international book markets and the con-
stitution of an international literary system.12

With the three operational modes in mind, our inquiry about modernism consid-
ered as a network of alternatives is directed to the study of the process of canonization
addressed to retroaction but also to a mixture of influences either retrospective or prospec-
tive. Such an idea occurred from the presence, in every version of modernist literary
history with their respective temporal and spatial mapping of literature (contextually
bound), of a large amount of canonized (modernist) works in the 1920s. It appears
that this is greater than in any other decade and, although other decades (such as the
1910s and the 30s) have had their  revolutionary pasts, the impressive account of Modernism
in the 1920’s may be used to define the potential of literature from a historical perspective.
It means that the 1920s was not the “threshold” itself so many writers crossed, but the
“span of time” necessary for these writers to identify themselves as belonging to the
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new literature and to finally self-define as modernists. Triggered by the relationship of
crisis, the “span of time” would show that the selection of works—active throughout
the years 1910-18 and 1920-29—may indicate these years as “threshold years,” (only
symbolically referred to 1910 and 1920) somehow crossed over by modernist writers.
With the former, early modernist writers are associated, with the latter, high and late mod-
ernist writers. The paragon of the first category is Virginia Woolf’s much praised state-
ment about the “transformation of the human being” (i.e “human nature”) at somewhere
around December 1910,13 Woolf’s frequent references to the Victorian literature, embod-
ied in a Mrs. Brown but basically to the Victorian character and the enormous influ-
ence of the First World War or the Great War. For the modernist writer the proper
“business” of fiction is to focus on character – or else, a “Victorian” acquired pattern
of narrative conduct—extremely necessary, she assumed, on “the verge of one of the great
ages of English literature”14 as she called her contemporaneity in a clearly framed
address to her predecessors.

This is, partly, what a later contemplation about the “making of the modernist canon”
suggests with a similar reference to the  “Englishmen being alive in the 1600 not liv-
ing in the Age of Shakespeare” simply because that age was invented long afterwards.
The presumption is that Shakespeare could not have been assimilated into the canon while
he lived because in 1600 there was no canon, literary (English) history not yet having
been invented:

[Only] by 1783 Dr. Johnson had collected his Lives of the English Poets, working
from a canon established not by him but by a syndicate of booksellers. It includ-
ed no poet born earlier than the 16th century: none, in short, whose conven-
tions of spelling, syntax and image would be apt to strike an Augustan browser
as odd. It was possible to wonder about the present state of literature. If that means
to ask with what names posterity might associate one’s own time, then it concedes
that our posterity will know us in ways we do not.”15(my emphasis)

If “our posterity will know us in ways we do not,” in the like manner, the future may know
the past in ways that the past cannot know the present. What we are striving to do in
this paper is to throw what light we can on the process itself of the retroactive construction
of the literary modernist canon within the record of its history with similarities and
differences examined on two writers contemporary to each other, but representative of
two different literatures of the English speaking world. As a matter of chronicle posit-
ed against the diachronic arrangement of facts and viewed within a synchronic per-
spective, our intention is to find the resources (if not even the roots of) for the retroac-
tive construction of the literary canon with two writers of the 1920s, Virginia Woolf and
Elisabeth Bowen, hardly recorded as modernist writers until the second half of the 20th

century and the last decade of the very same century, and long after their death. We are
really interested in what caused such a delay or slow recognition. We shall also consider
the important effects of the “threshold” they had to cross over at the outset of the 20th

century we have referred to, in the first part of this paper. 
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Above and beyond idiosyncrasies, the modernist literary canon construction disclosed,
in the most relevant of its aspects, the English self-centrism in the rejection of what retroac-
tively Modernism really was, with the masterpieces located in a cosmopolitan movement
called International Modernism but also with English as the language of the three (lit-
erature) provinces. The good evidence is the first edition of New Bearings in English Poetry
by F. R. Leavis, published in 1931. It exposed what the acclaimed academic from Cambridge
(who was one of the contemporaries of English modernist writers) established as “the
new bearings” or connections: 

Whatever else New Bearings was, it was an intelligent start at canon defining, given
the state of knowledge in 31. Pointless now to ironize at the expense of Leavis’s
later career: his disenchantment with Eliot, his growing obsession with Lawrence,
his virtual dismissal of Joyce, his grotesque determination that what at bottom had
prevented Eliot from being a major poet was American birth.16

By the time Joyce had explicitly rejected the Irish Literary Revival as provincial, and decid-
ed to leave Ireland to write his literature in English (as many Irishmen have done that),
F. R. Leavis decided to dismiss Joyce from his position as innovative writer because Joyce
was Irish. This innovative writing is modernist for us today, but it was “uneven” and
shockingly “unusual” for Joyce’s generation yesterday. It is the effect of the operational
mode defined as retroaction. In his critical perspective on such contemplation of ties
and connections, Hugh Kenner only saliently criticized F. R. Leavis for his conserva-
tive attitude. An attitude which, in 1931, prevented him from recognizing the “new bear-
ings” in Joyce’s impulse “to make literature new.” From a historical perspective, Joyce’s
decision to leave Ireland not only in person but also, somehow, in spirit by adopting alien
canons (such as the Greek epic) is that matter of consequence with its other face, mak-
ing English turn-of-the-century literature “new”—within and along and with a process
tied with the operational mode of the Reader, the Historian and the Writer. Visible in
Joyce’s Ulysses, this is usually associated with aloofness of tone, uncertainty of the author’s
position and the mapping of alien territory in the reading-understanding of this novel
in an appropriate readership mode. To F. R. Leavis, Joyce’s identity is adumbrated by
“English expectations.” To Hugh Kenner, a graduate of Yale school of criticism and
history, addressing his critical approach to F. R. Leavis and his problematic under-
standing of “new canon” (the word was not even familiar to literary historians in the thir-
ties) was part of the new approach to literature as a dynamic cultural phenomenon which
started to be active in “the English speaking world literature” beginning with the early
1980s:

…the parts of Ulysses that resemble a novel resemble continental, not Victorian
narratives, and its sense of what business a large work of fiction ought to be about
is continuously alien to English expectations. Its fit reader is not someone schooled
in a tradition it augments…; rather, anyone willing to master the book’s language,
its procedures, its Dublin materials, must do so all on the book’s own terms. In
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Ireland, peevishness about its authenticity is apt to fasten on the claim that most
of its devotees are American, and indeed many of them are…17

By the first quarter of the 20th century, it was clear, if not to everyone, that three coun-
tries, Ireland, America and England were conducting national literatures in English
and that it was no longer convenient to retain for the “new” canon only what readers
in England were prepared to like. The “decentralization” of English was a fact and the
new literature had a new center located on no map but in the books written and in
what we know today as a “transnational movement” (defined as supranational yesterday)
called Modernism. Virginia Woolf’s statement that in the late 1910 “human nature changes”
appears of value to us today because we tentatively understand that she obviously
meant that by 1910 one could see the International Modernism coming with English
language and not the language of Proust.18 In the like manner, “the sprinkling children of
the new,” as Lewis named the occupants of the new movement, did not have in mind
to return to the past but to ingather the powers of every kind of experience, perhaps
the past included. Such is the “case” of Virginia Woolf whose legacy rests on the assump-
tion that in both her fiction and her non-fiction there is a constant “converse” between
past and present. Such is the case of Elizabeth Bowen, the Anglo-Irish writer to whom,
more than often, the past is embellished with personal memories and experiences. However,
it is not this aspect of their writing that may serve our purpose but rather how their
very process of writing fiction was retained by individual and collective memory as
registered in anthologies, in histories or surveys of modernist literature, in the last (almost)
one hundred years. Such an investigation about their place in the context of Modernist
literature is as problematic as defining the concept itself. 

With Virginia Woolf, writing occupied the place in the literature of the 1920s even
before English and European Modernism had one in their respective histories. In his sem-
inal contribution to an important investigation about Modernism published in the late
1990s, David Trotter opened new ways of investigation. He discussed the Woolfian past-
present boundary—crossing, so acutely experienced by Woolf in her novels and so
accurately an issue, presented in her essays. Trotter advocated that any attempt to set
the “modernist novel” within its boundaries either by contrast and opposition or by simil-
itude and comparison to its neighboring varieties, such as “the Victorian” and “the
Edwardian” would not only describe “the trajectory of the genre” and suggested that
the novel as traditionally conceived was no longer doing its job because the “worlds” it
referred to and the narrative imaginary it exposed was not adapted to the way individ-
uals lived their lives.19

This is the premise from which we intend to start the discussion about Virginia Woolf
and Elizabeth Bowen’s place in the Modernist canon and how this place was account-
ed by histories and other forms of anthologizing literature. We reflect on Woolf’s exem-
plary case for the “making of the modernist canon” in both English and European lit-
erature. She had a “view of her own” about the Modernist novel/literature, and most
of the studies about her literature focus on this view and on the novelty of her litera-
ture, not always and promptly recognized by her contemporaries. We also ponder the
placing of Elizabeth Bowen within the dispute about Irish modernism and its rigidly
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defined aesthetics, which is quite problematic at many levels.  Firstly, because in Irish
literature the term modernism—as employed by many literary historians—tends to be
a synonym of the Joycean fiction writing, to which Bowen’s work has little resem-
blance. Secondly, the impact that the Bloomsbury group had on the young Elizabeth
Bowen is so obvious that many would consider Bowen as part of their circle. Starting
with the early 1930s Woolf frequently mentioned the young Elizabeth Bowen in her diary,
most often by relating encounters between them.20 In fact, Bowen deliberately chose
to stay rooted in the English tradition, and this is largely due to the influence that
Bloomsbury had on her, and not to adhere to the literary tendencies that dominated Irish
cultural life at the time, before and immediately after the declaration of the Free Irish
State (1922). What some describe as “Bowen trying to write like Woolf,” including Woolf
herself, is certainly the psychological acuteness with which she represents the charac-
ters, especially her heroines and it is certainly a matter of style and tactics and they are,
we know now, modernist.21 However, there are some twists of style and brisk disrup-
tion of the formal coherence of the novel that do not accidentally interfere with the
tendency to achieve harmony on the level of the fictional work as a whole. And, despite
fragmentary and disrupted storylines, and characters with their emotions, otherwise typ-
ical of modernist writing, the two writers are rather dissimilar. One possible answer is
that they come from different backgrounds and they write from different angles. Bowen’s
Anglo-Irish origin might account for the incongruities in the style of her writing, just
as it accounts for the complexity of her relationship with Ireland. It was England and
English language that made her a writer, nonetheless her “affinities to Ireland ran deep.”22

Given her personal history and background, she did produce the kind of modernist lit-
erature possible for someone belonging to the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy at that troubled
time. For a change, the early reception and criticism of the works of Elizabeth Bowen
focused on her characters’ portrayal, more specifically of the depiction of young, inno-
cent heroines against the background of social reality rather than they focused on her
style and narrative. Bowen’s contemporary, Barbara Seward speaks in general terms about
the hopeless experience of the Anglo-Irish in Ireland, clearly reflected by Bowen.23

In Virginia Woolf’s case, her decision to break with the Victorian and the Edwardian
literature and with the literary conventions operational in the late 19th century as well
as her determination to move away from the traditional novel writing was a successful
attempt the Edwardians (Bennett, Wells and Galsworthy) failed to accomplish and the
Georgian writers (Forster, Lawrence, Joyce and Eliot) only unsuccessfully strived to
do. Her non-fiction, on the other hand may show what she herself thought about mod-
ern fiction but does not necessarily reveal the principles by which her own fiction can
be defined. Her concerns were so manifold from the essence of modern fiction and the
new novel form to the communication between the writer and reader and to the rather
tangled issues of women writing for which she is much appreciated today. She is also
praised for disposing of the traditional narrative “tools” of her predecessors reflected in
the narrative strategies, and for the “new form” given to the novel: the subversion of per-
spective, the duplicitous truth of consciousness and psyche beneath the appearances of
the social and realist novel. Marking Modernism an age of transition, Virginia Woolf
accepted innovation as inevitably resulting from experimental fiction and the writer’s self-
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awareness about “the prevailing sound of the Georgian age [being] the sound of break-
ing and falling, crashing and destruction.”24

Publishing in 1919 her essay The Modern Fiction, followed by Mr Bennett…and her
important novels of the 1920s, Mrs. Dalloway (1925), To the Lighthouse (1927) and Orlando
(1928), Virginia Woolf was perceived by criticism and literary historians in the light of
her innovative narrative techniques, which she herself suggested in her essays. Therefore,
from the beginning her reception was mainly focused on the novelty of form. Starting from
the 1940s, when Woolf was absent from literary histories, the novelist constantly gains
importance and space in the published editions only in the 1960’s. She is included among
the best of her contemporaries with no specification about “her modernism.” The edi-
tion of 1940 by Sir Ifor Evans of the Short History of English Literature, hardly present-
ed Virginia Woolf and vaguely did that to her contemporaries, such as T. S. Eliot, G.
B. Shaw, Lytton Strachey and J. M. Keynes.25 Other representatives pertaining to the
Bloomsbury Group, to which Woolf herself belonged, are presented but they were select-
ed, as it seems, for the sheer purpose of presenting a “variety” of the decade’s writers and
critics. There was a change of approach in the 1960s with the Critical History of English
Literature by the Scottish literary historian David Daiches to whom the “shift of accent”
on the twentieth-century novel appeared to be essential in the understanding of the
very notion of change. He gives significant space to Virginia Woolf whose personality
and literary career are meticulously presented and analyzed. She is compared to James
Joyce and other outstanding writers of the “British modern novel.” Her novels, Mrs.
Dalloway and To the Lighthouse, are discussed in detail being identified with “two of the
finest treatments of the problems of loneliness and love which so haunted her [V. Woolf].”26

The “critical history” elaborated by Daiches is based on many-layered account of the rela-
tion between writers and their time and, being a retrospective of the new trends and
tendencies, it contains references to modernist writers and Modernism with its specific
characteristics. G. S. Fraser’s The Modern Writer and His World (1964) presents itself as
a view about “the modern,” Fraser was a keen and professional observer of the 1920s
literary scene and he saw in the modernist writers of the second decade of the 20th cen-
tury “the new way of writing” as an expression of the individual’s change of attitude when
facing the new “fragmentary” world.27 What we find amazing for the early 1960’s of
G. S. Fraser’s published book is the accurate perception of the fact that Virginia Woolf
was a canon-maker of the 1920’s literature with “her feminine sensation of living…from
felt moment(s).”28

However, it is only in the late 1970s (The Pelican Guide to English Literature, Boris
Ford ed. ) that Woolf,  seen from within the relationship between generations, is clear-
ly understood and accepted for what she is really praised today, for the refinement of style
and innovative perspective on the character (“a matter of breaking free from inade-
quate technique and a limited vision”).29

Beginning with the 1990s Woolf’s work is clearly identified as modernist as many
of her contemporaries are confined to Modernism, not yet and not necessarily in the con-
text of the modernist canon discussion. On the contrary, histories of literature or perti-
nent chapters of Modernism Studies thoroughly present her as an innovator of a new
writing style against an encompassing view on British writers of the modern age.
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Nevertheless, such a perspective may have functioned as a possibility to “enlarge” the
view, to only use David Damrosh’s term to whom, any expansion of our understand-
ing of literature in general, of the “world literature” in particular is favorable to the
contemporary canon debate.30 Beyond the year 2000, literary histories of English liter-
ature started to rate Woolf as one of the greatest modernist writers who “focused on phe-
nomena of personal consciousness.”31 In the chapter devoted to a close examination of
Woolf’s work, Terry Eagleton further extends the perspective on the political aspects of
her writing and seemingly appears to be very interested in one “face” of the modernist
canon contingent to the ambivalent relation of the writer to the past; this including
the past as a source of inspiration to the present. Her ties to the former writers and
their representative ideologies are also presented as Woolf is also placed in the vicinity
of other women writers such as George Eliot and Jane Austen from a retroactive per-
spective.32

Beyond the year 2000, Virginia Woolf is presented as representative for the literary
networks which are at the heart of modernist practice bringing various writers, publishers,
book reviewers together and presenting the manifold aspects of the writer’s involve-
ment in the renewal of the art of the word as a medium of expression. Such is the
thorough presentation we owe to Gary Day’s 2010 critical perspective on Woolf whose
writing is associated with that of Joyce and Proust. Her stream of consciousness and nar-
rative chronology is compared to Bergson’s influential work about time and its impact
on the English modernist writers. Similarly, Woolf’ s inspirational work is related to
philosophy and the arts, through Walter Pater and the tradition of English Aestheticism,
with the tradition of French Impressionism, influences pertaining to the idea that mod-
ernism belongs to a “transnational continuum” that could be seen in terms of “interna-
tional networks that enabled modernism to come into being.”33

The random selection of books of literary history and/or criticism with relevant text
samples useful for a broad examination of Woolf’s work of fiction—the writer’s person-
ality and its connection with her non-fiction (diary, biography, essays) and the socio-his-
torical and cultural context she lived in has brought to the fore what is really of value
and appears retroactively to us today, namely the “anxiety of influence” by which she returns
to the generations before her, whose influence she may have experienced in a shadowy
way.  She was interested in the Victorian society and determined to change literature for
good, she set out to transform the realist mode of writing while being nostalgic for Victorian
attitudes and manner. One of her biographers identified in her nostalgia “attention to
the past and its values” and also the desire to move away from it:

Virginia Woolf’s celebrated modernity was, in a sense, spurious, an effort to move
away from the past to create a contemporary form. But the nineteenth century
holds sway in her polite sidelong manner, in her reticence, in the longing for
education and liberty, in the attention to the obscure (like Wordsworth and Hardy)
and, above all, in her emphasis on moments of sublimity which links her to the
Romantic poets.34
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Meaning that Victorian “literature canon” provided her with firm ground upon which
she decided to place layer after layer her own experiments and create another vision upon
the world by retroactively constructing the new literature from the ashes of the Victorian.
In a similar way, writing from the vantage-point of Modernism, Herbert Read defined
the concept and the manifestations of revolution, not exclusively pertaining to modernism
but to an “aftermath” of change referring to the “change of sensibility which is reor-
ganized as period.” He advocated well the essence of change bearing on the relation-
ship of crisis it contains and which implies “a turning over, even a turning back, but rather
a break up, a devolution, some say a dissolution. Its character is catastrophic.”35 Virginia
Woolf, for example, occupied her place in the modernist canon, slowly and by degrees
and, more than often triggered by the new light thrown on her work by the meaning
of her non-fictional texts she herself had written about her own literature and the liter-
ature  of her times as compared to the English literature of the past. From 1976 and
the famous history by Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane, Modernism 1890-1930,
the patriarchal preconception (“Mrs Woolf’s can seem in some respects a domesticated
Modernism, but it contains shrill undertones of disturbance and terror, dark insights
undoubtedly related to her suicide in 1941”)36 they started to recognize in her literary
value is replaced by another instance reflected in the epistemological roots of her new
novel in both the themes approached and in the narrative style. The two historians are
drawing attention upon her innovative attitude to writing and on the fundamental change
“in human relationship and human character,” a revolutionary change triggering the
adamant fulfillment of her art, an art which is circumscribed to the powerful intellec-
tual developments and breakthrough that made modernism a pan-European phenome-
non:

Hence Virginia Woolf, holding that the modern stylistic revolution came from the
historical opportunity for change in human relationships and human character,
and that modern art therefore had a social and epistemological cause, nonethe-
less believed in the aesthetic nature of this opportunity; it set the artist free to
be more himself…Now human consciousness and especially artistic consciousness
could become more intuitive, more poetic; art could fulfill itself.”37

As compared to Woolf, Elizabeth Bowen occupied “the contested position of modernism
in Irish culture” to only quote Carol Taaffe’s contribution in chapter 43 of the amazing
book—the accomplishment of an academic tour de force of more than one thousand pages
of analysis and synthesis about English speaking world Modernism(s). The story of
this “contested position,” Taafee says, could be “dramatically” presented to the con-
temporary reader in “the tale of two Joyces:”

The deracinated modernist…who was considered to have become European
and modern to the extent that he transcended his Irishness and the Irish Joyce who
has more recently emerged from the confluence of post-colonialism and Irish
Studies…his work more intimately bound up with Ireland’s cultural and politi-
cal revolution(and with the anti-colonial revenge on the English language itself).38
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Hence, Bowen was often ignored as a modernist writer and left out from the discourse
about Irish modernism during a time when the issue of national identity became an
increasingly pressing matter and thus a recurrent theme in literature. She appeared on the
Irish literary scene at a time when Ireland had freshly gained its independence and
when important aspects of Irish political, social and cultural life were in need of redefi-
nition. She became visible on a “rift” between the decades of the 20th century when
Irish literature had been understood as part of English literature and the process of
“separation” and self-definition started by the Revival. She was, somehow, caught between
these two phenomena and her writings resulted in a daring negotiation between the need
for Irish self-definition and the new sensibility, later called modernist. Therefore she is
truthfully recorded as a modernist writer belonging to Irish literature only in The Field
Day Anthology, published in the 1990s and the Cambridge History of Irish Literature, pub-
lished in 2006.  She belonged to an Ascendancy family, but her Anglo-Irish roots, strange-
ly enough made her the writer who occupied a place in the literary canon that can be
traced back to the need of the Irish to define themselves and their literature as distinct
from English literature.39 With concerns and topics very rarely to be met in women’s writ-
ing, “distinction and restrictions” in Bowen’s work are also closely connected to the ques-
tion of Anglo-Irishness, a matter that she attends to without turning her discourse
into a political one and by turning her attention to the everyday realities of the Big House
and its occupants, providing a more personal insight into the matter. The Big House
theme in Elizabeth Bowen’ novel, outsourced from the turn of the 19th century and show-
ing the other face of Ireland’s domestic life and relationships, is the expression of the Irish
modernist sensibility within the new canon framework viewed as a network of alternatives,
as modernism appeared to emerge in the first quarter of the 21th century. The question
posed and implicitly answered is bound to be disclosed by the last decade’s turn in
criticism and the historical approach which has witnessed a revolution in modernist stud-
ies, also reflected in Irish modernist studies. The turn must be understood for what it was
conceived, conjoint to the broad changes in the place occupied by the “local” and the
“regional” in an ever increasing globalizing process and the increased creativity of a
new generation of Critics and Historians: a creative adaptation to a the new perspec-
tive about modernism's differences and similarities, the convergent and the divergent
forms, actually making prose so explicitly ubiquitous in novels and making the literary
field “longer, larger and deeper.”40

The histories of literature we have randomly selected in our research to represent
the long time span within which two writers raised as modernist and were considered
as either innovative and experimental or traditional and hardly part of the new litera-
ture, lay testimony and provide evidence for their substantial contribution to the mod-
ernist literary canon construction in the 20th century. 

q
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Abstract
The Retroactive Canon: Constructing a Network of Modernisms

The study is intended to throw what light it can on the retroactive construction and the process
of canonization of the literary modernist canon. The inquiry is based on complementarity of
perspectives (historical, theoretical, critical) and is addressed to retroaction but also to a mixture
of influences either retrospective or prospective. The analysis of modernism canonization histo-
ry, with similarities and differences is addressed to two writers contemporary to each other, but
representative of two different literatures of the English speaking world.

Keywords:
retroactive, creative adaptation,  complementarity, modernist sensibility, relationship of crisis, alter-
native modernism. 
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