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      Introduction

      
      
      
         Literature is full of secrets, but perhaps it offers no stranger matter for our consideration
               than melodies unheard by those who made them, than Siren songs that never came to
               the Sirens’ ears. —Arthur Machen
         

      

      As a story, the experience of modernity has yet to be told completely in all of its
         rich narrative complexity. Perhaps it never entirely will be, the very act of narration
         in genre implying a certain limited point of view, and the repression or casting into
         shadow of other points of view. Ideological struggles over the meaning of modernity
         continue, but one thing seems clear to the writers considered in this study: the resources
         of realism for enriching our inner lives are limited if not exhausted.[1]  Each of the writers investigated here—Lord Dunsany, H. P. Lovecraft, and Ray Bradbury,
         whose works together span the twentieth century—defined himself as primarily a storyteller
         or fabulist, with occasional longer narrative adventures into the fantastic (Dunsany
         and Bradbury were also active in creating a fantastic drama, but their stories have
         had the widest influence). Considering collectively their careers and the extent of
         their creative output, which is expressed in hundreds of stories of the fantastic,
         it is as if they were saying to us that we should never tire of telling realists Nietzsche’s
         story of how the real world became a fable.[2] 
      

      
      To these writers the real was becoming ever more and more fantastic, a point that
         Ray Bradbury was fond of making. Although they were in some cases (Dunsany and Lovecraft
         especially) drawn toward the overwhelming ideological prestige of realism later in
         their careers, mixing realistic technique with the themes of the supernatural or science
         fiction, I have been constantly amazed at how these gifted storytellers use the tropes
         of fantastic fiction to get at the heart of the matter: the condition of being modern.
         At their imaginative best, in hundreds of stories, these authors have created magical
         fables and allegories of experience that, while using certain techniques of realism,
         lie beyond its reach. Bradbury could, for instance, compress all the horror and wonder
         of modernity into a single supernatural story, such as “The Scythe” (Weird Tales, 1943), in which a man displaced by the Dust Bowl becomes the figure of the grim
         reaper.
      

      
       In connection with Bradbury, the master figure of the specter or ghost has come to
         be seen as provocatively indicating what the world of modernity feels like, a figure
         for the lack of fullness in the world, and hence in experience.[3]  To those theorists of modernity I turn to in this study, notably Walter Benjamin
         for his account of the storyteller, the early Georg Lukács for his theory of the novel,
         Mikhail Bakhtin for his account of laughter and the carnival tradition, and Theodor
         Adorno and Max Horkheimer for their critique of the excesses of modern positive science,
         modernity is still haunted by what it repressed. Bakhtin investigates the degradation
         of laughter in rationalism from the seventeenth century onward. Adorno and Horkheimer
         see in Odysseus’s denial and repression of himself in the episode of the Sirens the
         very model of bourgeois identity (expressed in their remarkable collaboration, Dialectic of Enlightenment, first published in 1947) and the fate of literature in class society. For Benjamin,
         what was being lost in modernity was the traditional experience of community conveyed
         by the storyteller.
      

      
       For these thinkers the narrative of modernity goes something like this: as the supernatural
         support for human values disappeared, it became increasingly clear that we no longer
         perceived the world as having an immanent meaning given by God. The world itself had
         become “godforsaken” and problematic, even demonic, the first literary instance being
         Don Quixote.[4]  New forms of official culture and authority, however, took the place of the church
         in the rationalist states created in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. And
         even though belief in the supernatural has plainly been on the wane since the nineteenth
         century and the rise of scientific modernity, in literature, and perhaps in some forms
         of philosophy as well, the sense of being haunted, both by the past and in the future,
         has increased in intensity at least since the 1808 publication of Goethe’s Faust. The emergence of the haunted heroes of Gothic romance has since been established
         as a further connection with allegorical modes of meaning in which fear and dread
         became part of the very destiny of mankind. This was first underlined by Lovecraft
         in a discussion of spectral literature—a term that he seems to have coined.[5]  The study of Gothic modernism continues to uncover spectral moments within the discourse
         of modernity, which now seems inseparable from the “conjuration and abjuration” of
         ghosts and spirits.[6]  
      

      
       If modern experience is now somehow spectral, part of the reason has to do with the
         growth of rationalism and science. A passage from Joseph Wood Krutch’s 1929 study
         The Modern Temper, which was influential on both Lovecraft and Bradbury, nicely sums up the de-centering
         effect of scientific modernity from the point of view of liberal humanism:
      

      
         Three centuries lay between the promulgation of the Copernican theory and the publication
            of The Origin of Species, but in sixty-odd years which have elapsed since the latter event the blows have
            fallen with a rapidity which left no interval for recovery. The structures which are
            known variously as mythology, religion, and philosophy, and which are alike in that
            each has as its function the interpretation of experience in terms which have human
            values, have collapsed under the force of successive attacks and shown themselves
            utterly incapable of assimilating the new stores of experience which have been dumped
            upon the world. With increasing completeness science maps out the pattern of nature,
            but the latter has no relation to the pattern of human needs and feelings.[7] 
         

      

      Krutch’s sense of modern experience was tied to scientific experiment, and to what
         science reveals about nature. For Krutch, human beings had themselves become despairing
         fantastical creatures, living in an illusory world that no longer existed. But Krutch
         also realized that human nature, as understood by science in the laboratory, had also
         proved problematic: “human nature is too phantasmagorical, too insubstantial, to ‘unreal’
         to submit to such treatment.”[8]  In looking at the drama of the past and in considering the possibility of modern
         tragedy he argued, contra Nietzsche, that modern man was so diminished by science
         and “enlightenment” that the sense of tragedy was no longer possible or even relevant.
         Human beings were problematic creatures, living now in sufferance to science in a
         universe not made for them, denied the dignity that tragedy would have afforded them.
         The mood of modernity was melancholy. Walter Benjamin confronted the same problem
         of tragic experience in his study of the mood of melancholy in German baroque drama,
         which I will come to in a moment.
      

      
       To be fair, not all American views of modern experience were as stern as Krutch’s,
         especially those more immersed in the context of pragmatism. Roughly contemporaneous
         with Krutch’s The Modern Temper was John Dewey’s Art as Experience (1934). Dewey argued that the experience of art could be integrative and was a good
         deal more optimistic about science providing a guide to human values, to what we should
         want and need. Nonetheless, he too talks about the difficulty of having a coherent
         experience in the modern world: “No one experience has a chance to complete itself
         because something else is entered upon so speedily. What is called experience becomes
         so dispersed and miscellaneous as hardly to deserve the name.”[9]  The modern average person in Dewey’s analysis no longer seems capable of putting
         together doing and undergoing into a coherent whole.
      

      
       Art remained for Dewey one of the ways in which authentic experience—my main concern
         in this study—could still be posited and felt, but he points out how much artworks
         have lost their “indigenous status” in being largely confined to museums and galleries
         by the rich as evidence of their good standing in the realm of culture. Dewey in the
         opening pages of his study explicitly acknowledged that the growth of capitalism (changes
         in industrial conditions) had been a powerful factor contributing to the separation
         of art from everyday life, art collectors being mainly capitalists, though he does
         not pursue an economic analysis.
      

      
       As liberal democrats bent on reform, Krutch and Dewey do not call for a radical critique
         or removal of the social conditions underlying the “crisis of experience.” But other
         thinkers of the same period, roughly the 1920s and 1930s, were more concerned with
         the ways in which capitalism as a mode of production was actually destroying cultural
         memory (though all sort of ersatz experiences could be bought and sold). In particular,
         Walter Benjamin’s essays about the impact of technology on the aura of traditional
         art objects and on the concomitant emergence of “exhibition value” in institutions
         such as museums have been very influential in recent cultural debates about modernity.
      

      
       It is my view that the writers of the fantastic considered in this volume, whose
         works span the twentieth century—Dunsany began publishing during the Edwardian period
         and Bradbury was still publishing collections in the first decade of the twenty-first
         century—have devised stories in which the experience of the supernatural is linked
         in complex ways to the experience of society under capitalism, to the ways in which
         industrial (and later consumer capitalism) was undermining the very possibility of
         extended and integrated experience (Erfahrung in Benjamin). As a matter of fact we can pretty much identify modernity with industrial
         capitalism in Dunsany and Lovecraft, considering their frequent diatribes against
         The Age of the Machine.
      

      
       And if it is true, as Northrop Frye asserted, that romance and fantasy are inevitable
         for writers who don’t believe in the permanence of their own society, then there ought
         to be a way of reading these authors and their chosen genres as inherently critical
         of modern society, to uncover the social in their texts. Though certainly not revolutionaries
         bent on transforming society in any programmatic sense, and even while denying that
         history or human life in itself has any transcendent purpose or meaning, I find that
         Dunsany, Lovecraft, and Bradbury each conducts a critique of capitalism as destructive
         of history and coherent experience.
      

      
       However different in conscious politics and personality, each of these writers is
         fundamentally opposed to a society based on commercialism and universal exchange.
         Though they might be imaginatively attracted to other, earlier forms of trade, such
         as merchant’s capital in the eighteenth century, they all share a strong opposition
         to commercialism. While struggling to assert the qualitative interests of the artist
         and the finely crafted tale, they find in supernatural fiction’s inassimilable monstrous
         figures, cursed and banned books that are dangerous to read, and pantheons of strange
         and grotesquely malevolent gods a store of ironic tropes, since none of them really
         believes in the existence of the supernatural, that reveal the spectral nature of capitalism.[10] 
      

      
       Dunsany and Lovecraft utterly rejected machine civilization. It may at first seem
         idiosyncratic and even quaint when we discover the many pages in Lovecraft’s correspondence
         that mention his hating to type his handwritten manuscripts, but he gives such a vivid
         description of how composing and transcribing on the machine robbed him of creativity
         that obviously his repugnance involves more than just a personal affectation.[11]  The handwritten manuscript for Lovecraft bore the traces of individuality, of the
         storyteller’s personal aura. Dunsany as well wrote out his stories with a quill pen,
         or dictated them. In my view each of these authors revives certain features and traces
         of traditional storytelling, making the supernatural tale into a comment on the destruction
         of the aura—that sense of uniqueness we attribute to a work of art from the past—in
         modern society.
      

      
       However insightful, Krutch and Dewey are not today considered important theorists
         of modernity. Krutch claimed only to be describing the mood of modernity as it appeared
         to him, and Dewey’s discussion of art is largely confined to the art of past ages.
         But since Krutch’s time the “crisis of experience” brought about by technological
         modernity seems to have worsened. If not for the average person, then certainly among
         intellectuals or thinking persons the mood has darkened considerably. Like other Marxist
         thinkers, Benjamin and Adorno stressed that modernity was bringing about fundamental
         changes in the very structure of perception and everyday experience, substituting
         for the traditional experience of life in an integrated community (Erfahrung) that of the impoverished passing moment (Erlebnis). For all those who lived in cities and who worked in factories, workers and ordinary
         middle-class consumers alike, Erfahrung, experience organized and articulated through collectively shared, traditionally
         fixed meanings, was being divided under conditions of modernity into the shock-like
         instantaneity of Erlebnis, privatized subjective experience, and information, consisting of facts that remained
         completely unrelated to personal life, expressed in newspapers and the like, which
         were not being related to the public by true storytellers. Dunsany, as we will see
         in the first chapter, had asserted these very same problems of modernity in the Edwardian
         period, nearly two decades before Benjamin came to articulate them.
      

      
       From the outset of his career, Benjamin was searching for a much broader framework
         for understanding experience than what was provided by the intellectual culture he
         knew. Part of his expanded context of discussion was an attempt to tie modes of perception
         to definite historical stages of communication and to literary forms, starting with
         an early stage of enlivened, naive storytelling such as we find in the epic (in the
         tales of Odysseus, for example) as precursor of the novel. He writes:
      

      
         Historically, the various modes of communication have competed with one another. The
            replacement of the older narration by information, of information by sensation, reflects
            the increasing atrophy of experience (Erfahrung). In turn, there is a contrast between all these forms and the story, which is one
            of the oldest forms of communication. It is not the object of a story to convey a
            happening per se, which is the purpose of information; rather, it embeds it in the life of the storyteller
            in order to pass it on as experience to those listening. It thus bears the marks (Spuren, traces) of the storyteller much as the marks of the potter’s hand.[12] 
         

      

      At the end of this passage Benjamin thanks Proust for restoring the figure of the
         storyteller in modernity, through his aesthetic use of involuntary memory, which in
         turn plays a central role in Benjamin’s definition of aura. In the full account, Benjamin
         alludes to a degenerating sequence of modes of perception and narrative modes of consciousness,
         from story to novel, to fragmented news item to mere sensation. But from the opening
         paragraph of this essay he makes it clear that an economic base is at fault. People
         were being robbed by the capitalist system of what seemed their most inalienable possession:
         the ability to exchange (auszutauschen, in the sense of barter) stories. Experience (Erfahrung) had fallen in value (im Kurse gefallen; implying the circulation of commodities).
      

      
        Actually for Benjamin the storyteller was already a figure who, while not quite
         ghostly, was already receding into the distance. Indeed, it was the advent of modernization
         itself that brought about our sensitivity to the aura. Modern shock and fragmentation
         constituted the aura as a problem precisely through making us realize that it is what
         the present lacks. At the center of Benjamin’s readings of such key modernist authors
         as Baudelaire, Kafka, Proust, and Brecht (of whom he was a personal friend) is the
         notion of modern experience being conditioned by the decay of the aura. Authentic
         aura, represented by the masterpieces of the past constituting high culture, was threatened
         by modern techniques of mechanical reproduction, which could reproduce the art object
         in multiple copies, making it a commodity like any other in mass culture. But, Benjamin
         also reasoned, there might be revolutionary potential waiting to be unlocked in new
         forms of communication such as film.
      

      
       In a poetic definition, Benjamin characterized the aura in connection with photography
         in almost supernatural terms, as a strange weave of space and time, as the unique
         apparition of a distance no matter how close the object may appear to be.[13]  For Benjamin, traditional art objects possessed aura in returning our gaze from
         a distance, their atmosphere of beauty being more like a medium in which the human
         subject breathes and expands, like the experience of a natural landscape. But there
         is also considerable evidence suggesting that in addition to its visible qualities,
         tactile experience is also at the basis of what Benjamin meant by the aura (as in
         the artisanal trace left by the storyteller in the passage quoted above).[14] 
      

      
       As for the emotions involved in auratic experience, I know of no more poignant expression
         of the distance of the aura in Benjamin’s sense of the term than the Proustian opening
         paragraphs of H. P. Lovecraft’s The Dream-Quest of Unknown Kadath, which create a mood of almost-vanished memory combined with the pain of lost things.
         But the hero of this story, Randolph Carter, discovers in the end that his dream city
         is actually contained in the memories of his real historical childhood in Boston.
         Randolph Carter in other stories becomes a spectral figure, unable to assume again
         his human form because he cannot read or translate a certain parchment that belongs
         to a (inhuman) tradition of cursed books. Carter in his inhuman form may be an ironically
         distanced image of Lovecraft’s own spectral authorship of such stories as “Out of
         the Aeons” (1933), since he made his living as a ghostwriter.
      

      
       At any rate, Benjamin understood that in order to become a part of Marxist materialist
         aesthetics, the notion of aura, just as it is in Lovecraft’s wonderful allegory, had
         to be modified so as to accommodate history understood as a collective reality. That
         is, aura had to be understood not just as belonging to cult art objects, or to the
         occult experiences of the dream, but as appearing in all things that are the product
         of human labor, however veiled in form or ideology they may be, as “the key to the
         possibility of experience in/of the modern everyday.”[15]  Yet he resisted his friend Adorno’s attempt to see in aura an extension of the effect
         of reification, or alienated human labor, as another version of commodity fetishism
         and held to his own image of “dialectics at a standstill” (like the photograph).[16]  
      

      
       The term in Benjamin’s critical discourse thus moves between two opposed meanings,
         one arcane or even demonic and the other profane.[17]  In his more revolutionary moods, he was wont to speak of aura as in need of demolition.
         To have any revolutionary potential to address current conditions, art must dispense
         with past notions of eternal beauty and embrace the fleeting experience (Erlebnis) of shock, an artistic practice he found in Baudelaire’s use of allegory.
      

      
       Though he prepared himself unsuccessfully for an academic life by writing on Goethe
         and then the allegory of German baroque drama (which made him something of a specialist
         on seventeenth-century melancholy), Benjamin was particularly interested in mass culture
         and the new arts of photography and film. He wrote several influential essays in the
         late 1920s and 1930s about the revolutionary potential of these technologically based
         media to transform our lives. These essays define the aura in ways that have become
         central to the
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