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Editorial Preface to Modernist Archives

Archival excavation and detailed contextualization is becoming increasingly central to scholarship on literary Modernism. In recent years, the increased accessibility and dissemination of previously unpublished or little-known documents and texts has led to paradigm-shifting scholarly interventions on a range of canonical authors (Beckett, Eliot, Joyce, Pound and Woolf, among others), neglected topics (the occult, ‘primitivism’, fascism, eugenics, book history, the writing process) and critical methodologies (genetic criticism, intertextuality and historical contexts). This trend will surely only increase as large-scale digitization of archival materials gathers pace and existing copyright restrictions gradually lapse. Modernist Archives is a book series that aims to channel, extend and interrogate these shifts by publishing hitherto unavailable or neglected primary materials for a wider readership. Each volume also provides supporting, contextualizing work by scholars, alongside a critical apparatus of notes and references.

The impetus for Modernist Archives emerges from the editors’ well-established series, Historicizing Modernism. While Historicizing Modernism’s focus is analytical, Modernist Archives will make accessible edited and annotated versions of little-known sources and avant-texts. The monographs and edited collections in Historicizing Modernism have revealed the extent to which contemporary scholars are increasingly turning towards archival and/or unpublished material in order to reconfigure understandings of Modernism, in its broader historical rootedness as well as in its compositional methodologies. The present series extends this empirical and genetic focus.

Understanding and defining such primary sources as a broad category extending to letters, diaries, notes, drafts and marginalia, the Modernist Archives series produces volumes that not only unearth significant unpublished material and provide original scholarship on this material, but also develop cutting-edge editorial presentation techniques that preserve as much information as possible in an economical and accessible way. Also of note is the potential for the series to explore collections pertaining to the relations between literary Modernism and other media (radio, television), or important cultural moments. The series thus aims to be an enabling force within Modernist scholarship.

It is becoming evermore difficult to read this extraordinary period of literary experimentation in isolation from contextualizing archival material, sometimes dubbed the ‘grey canon’ of Modernist writing. The difficulty, we suggest, is something like a loss of innocence: once obviously relevant materials are actually accessible, they cannot be ignored. They may challenge received ideas about the limits or definition of Modernism; they may upend theoretical frameworks, or encourage fresh theoretical reflection; they may require new methodologies, or revise the very notion of ‘authorship’; likewise, they may require types of knowledge that we never knew we needed – but there they are.

However, while we are champions of historical, archival research, Modernist Archives in no way seeks to influence the results or approaches that scholars in this area will utilize in the exciting times ahead. By commissioning a wide range of innovative and challenging editions, this series aims to once more ‘make strange’ and ‘make new’ our fundamental ideas about Modernism.

Matthew Feldman
Erik Tonning


Foreword

Several years after they met, having relocated from Paris to Rapallo, Olga Rudge and Ezra Pound composed an unfinished detective novel, a clue-puzzle murder mystery, The Blue Spill. Its existence in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University is not unknown among Pound scholars. But it would be fair to say that knowledge of this large archival remnant is not especially widespread, nor does it involve much more than a superficial awareness of the novel’s generic affiliations. One might wonder, with reason, why such an Ozymandias of the archive – a truncated monument to a rich, lifelong collaboration – deserves to be taken from its vault and provided with the scaffolding of a scholarly edition.

The text’s significance is at least threefold: first, the remarkable collaboration of a concert violinist and music historian with an avant-garde poet, to produce a novel in a distinctly middlebrow genre, bears the potential to generate a few surprises and to revise views of each author’s repertoire; second, the fact of its collaborative generation places it squarely within the zone of the most experimental aspects of Transatlantic Modernism, and even locates its heritage in the Parisian locale of its authors’ first meeting; and third, the material nature of collaboration in the novel’s composition potentially sheds light on Modernist practices more generally.

I first read The Blue Spill typescripts in January 2006 while undertaking a Donald C. Gallup Research Fellowship at the Beinecke Library, mainly invested in reading and transcribing large portions of The Cantos typescript drafts, and surveying Pound’s unpublished prose and various prose fragments. Having accomplished all I could manage in the month allocated by the fellowship, I turned to the pleasure I had put aside for my final day. Though fragmented, the text was by turns amusing, knowing in its generic and historic contexts, and nostalgic for a time and place not so very far away, but receding from view at a moment of rapid cultural and political change in Western Europe. The draft added a curious dimension to both authors, and stood to be worth investing time and attention in its transcription. Subsequent visits to the archive in 2012 and 2013 were aimed at studying Pound’s interests in early medieval sources, including two sets of notes on John Scottus Eriugena, forming the central pillar of my 2014 monograph, Ezra Pound’s Eriugena. I was able to scan the typescripts of The Blue Spill, having a much clearer idea of their potential worth to the community of Pound scholars.

After discussing the prospect of editing the material with Sophia Barnes, then a doctoral student under my supervision at the University of Sydney, we set about structuring the project as a collaboration in scholarly editing. Sophia produced a diplomatic transcription in short order, and cleaned up most of the incidental errors and idiosyncrasies. Sophia also produced a running chapter summary, enabling both of us to keep astride of plot developments, some of which defy chronology and become rather knotty, not least the twice-revised Chapter 2 and the fragments of the typescript’s final pages. I then developed the transcription into a reading text, annotating its textual particularities wherever significant variation occurred, or wherever the documents overlapped, bifurcated or otherwise strayed from the linearity essential to the clue-puzzle detective genre. The essays were shared between the editors, and although authorship might be detected or guessed at on stylistic grounds, this division of labour was only ever partial: our thinking on the nature of this typescript, and its location in the history of the detective genre, as well as in the chronology of its authors, is essentially collaborative and complementary.

Part One of this book contains the working parts of The Blue Spill edition: the Introduction presents the case for the critical typescript edition as a collaborative project responding to aspects of Rudge and Pound’s professional lives, and to their reading interests in the Golden Age of detective fiction. Several aspects of historical and thematic context are canvassed, each of which comprise important elements of the plot: economic conditions leading up to the Great Depression and the role of commodity markets (the novel drafts were most likely composed very soon after Black Tuesday 29 October 1929); the institutional role of art in society and a defence of aesthetics; and the rising prominence of private ownership of automobiles in England through the 1920s. The structure of the narrative is also laid out: the cast of characters is listed and the web of relationships between them sketched; and a chapter-by-chapter plot summary is provided. The Introduction concludes with a catalogue of potential culprits and a speculation on the identity of the murderer based on a short analysis of the fragmented narrative. Following the Introduction, the textual essay provides detailed information regarding the physical organization of the typescript documents, inferences concerning the composition and revision processes, and a conceptual list showing how the two partial typescripts, and various typescript and autograph fragments, fit into the incomplete narrative scheme of the novel. Some of the documents demonstrate particularly complicated relationships to the narrative – the twice-revised Chapter 2 is a good case in point, as is the set of fragments composed late in the process but impinging on information given very early in the narrative – and these are given examination. Finally the textual essay provides the editorial rationale: the role of accidentals and typing errors, the arrangement of paragraphs and sentences in the reading text and the presentation of dialogue.

The reading text of The Blue Spill is the heart of this project and occupies the greatest and most central position. Running to 47,000 words, with another 14,000 words of textual apparatus and occasional substantive footnotes, the reading text is structured to provide the most coherent account of the documents, with contradictions, variants and other problemata recorded in the apparatus and referred to the documents’ description in the textual essay. This unfinished narrative presents its own editorial challenges, but it would be fair to say that these are of considerably less complexity than those pertaining to Pound’s poetic texts, and foremost, clearly, The Cantos. The significance of variants and errata has been weighed against producing a reading text of appropriate clarity befitting the genre – prose belonging to (and parodying) the middlebrow genre of detective fiction. An editorial impulse for exhaustive annotation and completeness of description has been tempered by consideration of the reading context. This literary curiosity is intriguing in its own right. The plainest presentation of the narrative, with sufficient information regarding the physical and conceptual state of the text and its documents, offers readers the chance to discover some surprising new dimensions to two well-known avant-garde figures: Olga Rudge and Ezra Pound.

Part Two comprises two essays that complement the reading text and begin to locate its features within literary and cultural contexts. The first essay concerns The Blue Spill as detective fiction, read in the context of the Golden Age of detective fiction – Rudge and 
Pound are known to have enjoyed reading many of its major proponents – and its first transposition to Italy in the Gialli publishing genre. The narrative advertises itself as a clue-puzzle murder mystery, drawing on the loose rules of the genre as they were slowly codified in the 1920s and 1930s, and displays familiarity with the inherently self-parodic capacities of the genre (notably in the figure of the leading sleuth). The second essay places Rudge and Pound’s literary labours in the context of collaboration of different kinds: literary collaboration in the Anglophone tradition; the curiously intensive and cosmopolitan nature of Modernist collaboration that crossed genres and artistic modes, particularly in the Paris scene where Rudge and Pound first met; and the remarkable collaborative tenor of their respective careers in literature and music. These two figures were by no means unique in this sense, but were eminently equipped to engage in the collaborative venture of detective fiction. This essay also interrogates the significance of the genre itself as a mode of avant-garde collaboration. Despite its august roots in the stories of Edgar Allan Poe, Henry James and others, detective fiction was – and arguably, with some exceptions, remains – a distinctly middlebrow genre. The intersection of aesthetic innovation, genre fiction and collaboration provides an opportunity to examine the cultural moment from a different angle, and in a different light. It will be instructive to discover what kinds of insights into Modernist authorship, genre and collaboration these themes invoke in the readers of this book.

Mark Byron
The University of Sydney
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   CHAPTER ONE   

Introduction

‘Brilliant Detective cut off …’: The Blue Spill as an Incomplete Murder


The Blue Spill, an unfinished detective novel, has been brought out from its crypt in the Olga Rudge Collection of the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University, where it has lain, mostly untroubled, for more than forty years. Consisting of two unfinished and partially overlapping typescripts, this collaborative project between Olga Rudge and Ezra Pound was undertaken in the winter of 1929 (according to Rudge’s biographer Anne Conover) or 1930 (according to the Beinecke Library’s accession data). The novel draws heavily for its style – and its parodic force – upon the detective fictions of Agatha Christie, Dorothy Sayers and others writing during what has come to be known as the Golden Age of detective fiction. The rising popularity of English detective fiction in the 1920s saw the emergence of such subgenres as the country-house murder mystery – Agatha Christie’s The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920) which introduced Hercule Poirot, the ‘closed room’ mystery – from Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘Murders in the Rue Morgue’ (1841) and Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone (1868) to Gaston Leroux’s The Mystery of the Yellow Room (1907) and Nicholas Blake’s Thou Shell of Death (1935) to the ‘cosy’ mystery – Dorothy Sayers’s The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club (1928) – all of which inform the narrative tone, plotting and themes of The Blue Spill to varying degrees. In keeping with the sardonic wit, genteel treatment of sexual activity and violence, and varying modes of understatement
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