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disingenuous and defensive. Though he describes Foucault's work as bril-
liant at one point (170, n. 89), he merely mentions it in passing; Baudrillard's
work is dismissed in a note simply as "caricature" (155 n. 38); Said's critique
of the appropriative effect of nineteenth-century Egyptology is described as

"daft" (I41 n. 10); and Adorno is invoked simply a "colour of the month"
(23). Had Sparshott engaged this critical tradition more seriously, his analy-

sis of empire as an information system might have been situated more clearly
in contemporary debates on that topic, and, more importantly, the potential

force of his connections among aesthetics, axiology, and social practice may

have emerged more clearly for a wider range of readers.

In the absence of a substantive engagement with this work or with any

other contemporary authors besides a few mentioned in the notes, readers

approaching The Future of Aesthetics from a literary perspective are likely to
find the book's argument as out of step with current theoretical debate in that

field as it is with the practice of philosophy as Sparshott chalacterizes it. In
its constant recourse to a philosophical tradition bordered by Plato and Kant,

however, and in its consistent refusal to isolate aesthetic issues from broader

philosophical concerns, Sparshott's book may also remind readers of a gen-

eration of theorists and scholars for whom literary criticism was itself a pro-

found medium of philosophical speculation: Ren6 Wellek, Northrop Frye,

Eric Auerbach, Kenneth Burke, and the important if lesser figures of W. K.
Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley. It will also recall a moment when phi-

losophy and aesthetics were more closely united around issues of immediate

interest to literary study, as manifest by the influence of Ernst Cassirer, Suzanne

Langer, and Ernst Gombrich on literary theory of the 1950s and 1960s. To-

day, as historical generalization and political posturing too often replace philo-

sophical rigor and aesthetic judgment in literary scholarship, the most important

contribution of Sparshott's latest book may therefore be its capacity to re-

mind us of a critical tradition in which questions of value and taste joined

philosophy to the study of literature and, in that connection, secured the

future of both disciplines as a source of value in a changing world.

Michael P. Clark
University of California, Irvine
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What is late modernism? The difficulties of defining a transitional phase

between the period aesthetics of modernism and postmodernism are exacer-

bated by the debate as to whether the relation between these periods is one of
incremental change (historical continuity, or "belatedness") or a more abrupt

change (a cultural break, or paradigm shift). The proposition of a "late" mod-

ernism would seem to suggest that the transition from modernism to
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postmodernism has been buffered by developments within modernism that
may, in some cases, prepare the field for what comes "after." This suggestion
has been made by other critics before Miller, and there is predictable dis-
agreement about who qualifies as a late modernist and when such works
would typically be created. The architectural historian Charles Jencks asks,
in What is Post-Modernism?, whether Fredric Jameson is not at all mistaken
in identifying the Hotel Bonaventure (John Portman) in downtown Los Ange-
les as postmodern. Though Jameson makes an effort to distinguish the tubu-
lar, mutating form of the Bonaventure from the grid-like rigidity of Le
Corbusier's International Style, the hotel wears "reflector sunglasses" on its
outer walls that signal its indifference and even disdain for the populist,
pluralist turn of postmodernism. No, Jencks concludes, these buildings and
other works of the 1960s and 1970s are actually "Late-Modernist," taking
modernist disjunction and abstraction, as well as its social ideology, to an
extreme. Jencks argues, in fact, that many late modernist works overlap and
coexist with the postmodern.

In literature one could make a convincing case for a late modernism com-
prised of writers who emerged at the mid-century mark, bracketing the Sec-
ond World War. The ambitious formalism of Louis Zukofsky's "A" andthe
obligations of cultural instruction found in Charles Olson's The Maximus
Poems take their cues from the modernist long poems of Ezra Pound and
William Carlos Williams. The brooding subjectivity and the anxieties of co-
lonialism in Malcolm Lowry's Under the Volcano (1947) are deeply indebted
to Joseph Conrad and E. M. Forster. Flann O'Brien's brilliantly comic At
Swim-Two-Birds (1939), followed by Gilbert Sorrentino's explosion of mod-
ernist conceits in Mulligan Stew (1979), pay homage to the Joycean novel
and the modernist experimental enterprise by trumping it. There's no short-
age of literary production that follows the modernist grand narrative of inno-
vation, shock, and revolt, yet does so some time after the canonization of its
heroic models and the maelstrom of a second global conflict.

Tyrus Miller's argument pays considerably less attention to the prickly
transition between modernism and postmodernism. Instead, he convincingly
situates late modernism as a second phase of the modernist revolt, taking
place during the post-World War I period of reconstruction in the late 1920s
and 1930s. The blasting and bombardiering of the war had at last cleared the
field of the oppressive bourgeois milieu and staid pastoralism of the Edwardian
era. But the rise of mass politics and new technological media after the war
unsettles the cultural bases of modernism and leads several of its proponents,
most prominently figured by Wyndham Lewis, Djuna Barnes, Samuel Beckett,
and Mina Loy in Miller's discussion, to rethink the aesthetics and social
politics of modernism. The aesthetics of "high" modernism, from about 1910
to 1918, strongly asserted the autonomy of art, emphasized formal original-
ity, and made the author's craft and discursive mastery the index of his or her
importance. In general these values were intended to insulate the modernist
from extra-artistic institutions and register a disavowal of political allegiances.
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Although it is a broad generalization, Miller is largely right in arguing that
European high modernist fiction "focused on the problem of mastering a

chaotic modernity by means of formal techniques: ironic detachment; highly
mediated and multiperspectival narration; narrative involution and self-
referentiality; stylistic ostentation; use of large-scale symbolic forms; drama-
tization of states of consciousness, including the author's own." By 1927 the
call to unify the historical chaos caused by the war and the collapse of social
institutions was muted. Late modernism, in Miller's conception extending
through the 1930s, was "a reaction to a certain type of modernist fiction
dominated by an aesthetics of formal mastery, and it drew on a marginalized
'figural' tendency within modernism as the instrument of its attack on high
modernist fiction." The most prominent strategy for desituating the elevation
of formal mastery in the earlier phase of modernism employed by writers
such as Lewis, Barnes, and Beckett is the "disruptive, deforming spell of
laughter," usually manifest as satire and parody of the very techniques that
lent cohesion to the modernist novel. If we accept Jenck's estimation that
modernism's demand for formal, symbolic unification is a type of "single
coding," the shift in late modernism represents the introduction of an aes-
thetic of "double coding," in which the formal characteristics of the modern-
ist novel are both presented and deformed. This appearance of a double-coded
aesthetic in late modernism could be taken as the first inkling of the
postmodernism that follows, where parody and pastiche come to dominate
the constitutive works of the period.

In Miller's estimation the artists of late modernism are linked only in a

loose affiliation, and though they share a number of characteristic influences,
they do not constitute a "movement" (in the creation of which modernism
was prolific, giving us Dada, surrealism, imagism. vorticism, and cubism),
or even a countermovement as such. Yet Miller discerns a "family resem-
blance" among the writers of his discussion in their issue of a corrective to
high modernism. In summary, late modernist works depict a "deauthenticated
world in which subject and object, figure and ground, character and setting
are only weakly counterposed." One can argue that the collapse of the dis-
tinction between foreground and background, interiority and social context,
is well under way in the visual arts-especially cubism-before the period of
Miller's discussion; its adoption by Lewis and Beckett in their fiction of the
1930s is typical of the lag in technique between abstract media and sign-
burdened literature. More exclusive to literary form is the proposition that
late modernism is marked by a minimal "positionality" of the authorial sub-
ject. These texts do not display clear signs of class, politics, or geographic
location. Unlike traditional satire, which depends on the stable situation of
ethical norms and customs, the late modernist establishes little commonality
with an audience. Here we see the emergence of what Jameson will later
designate as "blank parody" or pastiche in postmodernism. In keeping with
its special brand of unstable satire, the works of Lewis and Beckett share a

voice given to "mirthless" or self-reflexive laughter. In contrast to the rueful
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humanism of Ezra Pound's "Hugh Selwyn Mauberley" IV which echoes with
"laughter out of dead bellies" from the trenches (yet according to K. K.
Ruthven, a line inspired by Lewis's early writings in which laughter and
violent death are related), such inhuman laughter serves to shore up an autho-
rial subjectivity at risk of dissolution. If one can argue that the ambitions of
high modernism to initiate a cultural renaissance had turned up bust after the
first World War, one finds that the combined tendencies of late modernism
towards Ihe bizarre mannerisms of a "riant spaciousness" (Kristeva), gro-
tesque forms of the human body, corporeal automatism, and theatricalized
play, confirm if not explicitly mock the failure of that ambition. Critics have
been understandably attracted to the novelty and monumental achievement of
high modernism; no further account of the attention lavished on Ulysses, The
Waste Land, The Cantos, or Remembrance of Things Past need be made.
Miller's canon of late modernism, centering on Lewis's The Apes of God and
The ChildermaJs, Barnes's Ryder and Nightwood,Beckett's More Pricks Than
Kicks and Murphy, and Loy's Insel, surely represents a postwar divergence
from, or in the language of the stock market, a correction of high modernism's
lofty aspirations; yet these novels together do not comprise a major phase of
the period. Is this fiction living in the shadow of some sacked coliseum, a
last dwindling spasm of modernity; or is there something more, in a twisted,
premonitory way?

Miller asserts that the writing of late modernism is both underregarded
and not widely read, even by scholars who would identify the modernist
period as their field of inquiry. on this issue wyndham Lewis makes an
interesting case in point. why begin a study of late modernism with an artist
who was a charter member of the early twentieth-century's avant-garde, one
of "the men of 1914," whose Vorticist paintings and drawings-rendering
lines of force, speed, and the clash of forms-were closely related to cubo-
futurism, and who collaborated with Ezra Pound on the seminal modernist
journal Blast? Lewis himself claims that the Great war had created an im-
passable barrier to all that had come before, including the avant-garde artist
that he had been. He reinvents himself in the postwar era as a polemicist-
critic and as the political enemy of modernism. Motivated by the failed Gen-
eral Strike of 1926 that ended in stalemate between an entrenched ruling
class in Britain and an as yet poorly mobilized labor party, Lewis unleashes
his scorn for the "fashionable modernism" of the Bloomsburys and the sitwell
clique in his lengthy novel, Apes of God (1930). Although Miller's tale of
Lewis's postwar conversion into an enemy of modernism is compelling read-
ing, one wonders indeed how many readers can endure a thinly-veiled satire
of the manners and pretensions of modernist personae in a novel of such
gargantuan proportions. Lewis's rejection of difficult symbolism in favor of
a plainer style is necessitated as much by his need to settle political and
artistic scores as by his rejection of the aesthetics of high modernism. His
turn to fascism, partly motivated by the failure of the British proletariat to
produce any revolutionary change during the late r920s, actually aligns him
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more closely with the politics of his peers, Pound, Yeats, and Eliot, and the
elitism of which high modernism has been justly accused. While the transi-
tion to late modernism in Lewis's fiction is evident, it is not complete.

Djuna Barnes's Nightv,ood (1937), more so than any work by Lewis, has

enjoyed a recent canonization as the masculinist bias in modernism has been

exposed to critique. Barnes shares with Virginia Woolf a commitment to re-
figuring the gender of modernism. Like other enthusiasts of the New Woman,
Barnes rejects patriarchal authority and espouses an affiliative conception of
motherhood; her art provides a model for the new, independent woman. But
rather than add to the biographical criticism of Nightwood that attends to
Barnes's lesbianism, Miller argues that the critics, displacing the problems of
reading Nightwood, fail to apprehend the hermeneutic difficulties of her lan-
guage, manifest in the text as flamboyantly disfigured imagery, the progres-
sive breakdown of character, and the disintegration of the authorial subject.
Nightwood spurns the overarching symbolic unity found in U/ysses or To the
Lighthouse, "decapitating" the novel as it were, and in its place provides a

hermetic scattering of the self in language.
As Joyce's amanuensis, the young Samuel Beckett is surely a modernist

initiate. But by the publication of Murphy in 1938 Beckett rejects Joycean
modernism with its epistemological problems, its redemptive emphasis on

consciousness, and its literary mastery. Miller succinctly points out that Beckett
aimed to desublimate figures of consciousness. "Instead of projecting mean-
ing for a future hermeneutic reading, a labor of disclosing truths blocked and

mocked in advance by deliberate erasures and dead-end allusions, Beckett's
late modernist works assiduously cancel meanings, suspend interpretations,
in defensive laughter." Against the self-reflexive mastery of literary language
and form in modernism, Beckett counters with an aesthetic of entropic decay,

disfiguration, and ridicule. In Miller's discussion Beckett appears to be the
most complete instance of the change to late modernism. Abandoning the
packed, allusive, and symbolic language of modernist fiction, Beckett turns
increasingly to an emptied, interpretation-resistant, and minimalist language
that will later be associated (in some quarters) with postmodernism. It is in
the analysis of this transition that the substantial importance of Miller's study
lies. There can be no cogent historiographic discussion of twentieth-century
literature if what we are presented with is a monolithic modernism on the one

hand and a pluralist postmodernism on the other. The shifts and
counterpositions in the literature of late modernism offer the crucial evidence
of a transition that we have been missing.

Joseph Conte
State University of New York at Buffalo


