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Modernist Transitions: Cultural Encounters between British and Bangla Modernist Fiction from 1910s to 1950s is a much-awaited book. Bangla has always been known to reflect and even resist Western literary influences through phases of its rich literary tradition. Hence a book that studies one of the major movements in Western literature—that of modernism—and compares both English and Bangla texts with reference to modernist issues and tropes is definitely worth the wait. An area of research that several scholars would have pondered over has finally been given shape by Subhadeep Ray and Goutam Karmakar in this book. A must-read for scholars and students interested in research in both English and Bangla and its comparative studies. 

—Professor (Dr) Nandini Saha, Department of English,
 Jadavpur University, Kolkata, West Bengal, India

This innovative collection sheds new light on important questions across a number of disciplinary fields including history, postcolonial and literary studies. It raises new perspectives on modernism, imperialism, nationalism and cosmopolitanism.

—Dr Esme Cleall, Senior Lecturer on the History of British Empire, University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK 

The histories of Bangla and Britain have long been intertwined—both are key sites in the experience of modernity, industrialisation, empire and its postcolonial consequences. Both, as a consequence, produced in the 20th-century rich literature that documented and imagined that experience. But there is also an asymmetry—for while English literature is well studied in Bangla, Bangla literature is not studied in Britain to the same extent. This collection of critical essays offers the opportunity to correct this asymmetry, and to consider the literatures of modernity across these two sites not just in comparison, but in complement to one another, opening discussions about nation and narration, intersections between autobiography and fiction, realism, literature and the domestic, and transitions away from colonial and postcolonial tropes. This volume will open up a new world of writing to many readers, and to others, set what they know in a new, and global, perspective. 

—Professor Edward Hollis, Edinburgh College of Art, 
University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK 
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Foreword

TRANSITIONING TO AND FROM MODERNISM1

Pramod K. Nayar

The phrase ‘modernist transitions’ that this book foregrounds can be read in two ways: European culture transitioning towards the literary-cultural era identified with modernism, and this same culture transitioning away from modernism. My interest lies in these moments of transition, moments, I argue, that are infused with Europe’s engagement with imperialism in the ‘to modernism’ phase and texts and with the post-colony in the ‘from modernism’ phase and texts. If the former is instantiated in texts leading towards modernism, such as Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and George Orwell’s Burmese Days, the latter may not only be seen in, for instance, the influence of British modernism on India’s R.K. Narayan, Raja Rao, Mulk Raj Anand and Rabindranath Tagore, but also in English texts that come after modernism’s heyday.2 In other words, the colony is the common geo-cultural space that marks England’s literary journey to and from modernism, thereby rendering the entire era and its literature a transnational one.

American modernism, Jessica Berman persuasively argues, was always transnational (2017). Other works on specific Euro-American modernist texts have also noted this feature (Spiegel 2015). The modernist poetry of the First World War years, as Christine Froula (2013) has demonstrated, was internationalist but also deeply interested in the Empire. Modernism’s internationalism has been seen, Susan Stanford Friedman notes, ‘as one of its defining traits’ (2003). Friedman, calling for a ‘situated modernism’, argues:

Each location on the globe has a geographically specific engagement with modernity that results in distinct forms of cultural expression that may or may not occur at the same time as Modernism in the West. Such a framework acknowledges the intercultural formations of modernity around the world, especially as an effect of empire, diaspora, and migration, and assumes the agency (however circumscribed by structures of domination) and heterogeneity of others around the world in the production of Modernism reflective (and creative) of their own situations. (2003)

Many of these locations are, she notes, spaces marked by colonialism, and an emergent postcoloniality. The colony and post-colony, with the attendant cultural engagement, mark the movement towards modernism and modernism’s aftermath.

As European literature transitions into the modern/ist era, texts like Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) position the European as engaged in a desperate struggle not only within himself (a gendered struggle here) but also with the world he encounters: the colony. Modernism itself, notes Fredric Jameson in his essay ‘Modernism and Imperialism’, is inextricably linked to imperialism: ‘the structure of imperialism also makes its mark on the inner forms and structures of that new mutation in literary and artistic language to which the term “modernism” is loosely applied’ (2007).

First, there is the European self that becomes reorganised in the colony. The East calls to the Englishman, as Rudyard Kipling—often seen as an apologist for the Empire—would imply in his poem ‘Mandalay’:

If you’ve ‘eard the East a-calling’, you won’t never ‘eed aught else.’

No! you won’t ‘eed nothin’ else
But them spicy garlic smells,
An’ the sunshine an’ the palm-trees an’ the tinkly temple-bells;

On the road to Mandalay ... (1977)

Kipling, of course, saw the Englishman as doing good among the ‘lesser breeds without the law’ in ‘Recessional’ (1977). But Kipling is also aware that in the colony, beyond the known bounds of ‘civilisation’, the Englishman is at risk. In his iconic ‘The Mark of the Beast’, Kipling would capture the erosion of the English character. The tale begins with the warning:

East of Suez, some hold, the direct control of Providence ceases; Man being there handed over to the power of Gods and Devils of Asia, and the Church of England Providence is only exercising an occasional and modified supervision in the case of Englishmen. (1964)

Such construction and destruction of the self—that centrepiece of modernism—occurred in the ‘wilds’ of Africa but also originated in European systems of thought. The ‘discrepant geography’ of England/Europe’s quest for power, glory and the self ‘is the triumph of Otherness that draws the so-called modern European into itself’ (Nayar 2015). That is, iconic modern characters like Kurtz and Marlow assimilate an Otherness into themselves, and thereby induce a more layered European identity. Conrad writes of this Othered European self:

He was its spoiled and pampered favourite.... How many powers of darkness claimed him for their own.... The wilderness ... had whispered to him things about himself which he did not know ... the whisper had proved irresistibly fascinating. It echoed loudly within him because he was hollow at the core. (1946)

The European was ‘hollow at the core’, a vacuum which Africa fills. And this is the key: modern English literature’s pivotal text reveals the hollow at the heart of the individual and, perhaps, collective self. Conrad’s theme of the ‘hollow’ European whose emptiness is then filled with/by the colony he travels to is repeated in George Orwell’s 1934 text, Burmese Days, in which the English are described as ‘nasty, poodle-faking, horseless riffraff’ and ‘boozing, womanizing, yellow-faced loafers’ (1981). In Orwell, the British in Kyauktada are very far from the ‘pukka sahib’ of the former days of the Empire. Flory’s suicide at the end of the novel seems to be symbolic of the collapse of the imperial Englishman ideal itself and is akin to Kurtz’s degeneration at the end of Conrad’s novel.

Second, in the early- and mid-20th-century texts, the colony as the site of Britain’s imperial power also becomes the site of its slow erosion and collapse. In E.M. Forster’s A Passage to India (1924), the landscape physically separates the Englishman (Fielding) and the Indian (Dr Aziz) in its concluding section. The colony is a landscape of failure—of the British colonial project. Orwell’s Flory says of the Empire: ‘Look at our schools—factories for cheap clerks. We’ve never taught a single useful manual trade to the Indians ... we’re not civilising them, we’re only rubbing our dirt on to them. Where’s it going to lead, this up rush of modern progress?’ (1981). Flory is painting Burma as the scene of British selfishness and failure. Forster suggests that the Indian landscape escapes control, or even the ambition of racial mixing.

Third, by the time we enter the mid-20th-century, anxieties about the colony and its impact upon the British people, have solidified and are embodied in Enoch Powell’s famous ‘rivers of blood’ talk (1968) and the anti-immigrant sentiments in England. Commentators have argued that T.S. Eliot’s attempts to reiterate a common European tradition and its strengths were, in fact, a response to the imminent collapse of Empire but also of so-called established English/European values (MacPhee 2011), even though there was in many works a nostalgic craving for non-European primitivism.

As a result, in the post-modernist phase, those who saw the Empire as exploitative, cruel and having a deleterious effect on Britain, refused to see the colony as a triumphant space. The persistent influence of the colony on the Englishman’s sub/unconscious is best captured in Graham Greene’s The Heart of the Matter, where, Greene writes, the map on Scobie’s wall ‘was of no more use to him: he carried the whole coastline of the colony in his mind’s eye’ (1948). Greene too, like Conrad and Orwell, maps the African colony as a space of the collapse of English identity, but it is a landscape that has imprinted itself on the Englishman’s mind:

Men who had left the port for ever sometimes remember on a grey wet London evening the bloom and glow that faded almost as soon as it was seen: they would wonder why they had hated the coast and for a space of a drink they would long to return. (1948)

Kipling had anticipated this nostalgia for the colony. In ‘Chant Pagan’, an Englishman who has returned from Africa asks:

‘Ow can I ever take on

With awful old England again

An’ ‘ouses both sides of the street,

And ‘edges two sides of the lane,

And the parson an’ gentry between

An’ touchin’ my ‘at when we meet–

Me that ‘ave been what I’ve been? (1977)

Indeed, the poem ends with an outright rejection of England:

That the sunshine of England is pale,
And the breezes of England are stale,
An’ there’s somethin’ gone small with the lot;

For I know of a sun an’ a wind,
An’ some plains and a mountain be’ind,
An’ some graves by a barb-wire fence;
An’ a Dutchman I’ve fought ‘oo might give

Me a job were I ever inclined,
To look in an’ offsaddle an’ live

Where there’s neither a road nor a tree—

But only my Maker an’ me,
And I think it will kill me or cure,
So I think I will go there an’ see.

Me! (1977)

Philip Larkin, in his 1969 poem ‘Homage to a Government’, notes how ‘it’s been decided nobody minds’ what happens to the former colonies, and anyway, when the West sent soldiers to the colonies, they ‘only made trouble happen’, clearly evacuating any heroism from the West’s contention of benevolent imperialism (2003). W.H. Auden refuses to treat the formerly colonised spaces as triumphant but is aware that a new colonising movement has begun in which the USA replaces Britain. When Auden has to account for such a formerly colonised space in ‘Fleet Visit’ (1951), he identifies it first as an ‘unamerican place/where natives pass with laws/and futures of their own’ (1976). As Graham MacPhee points out, the poem replaces the British presence in the unnamed third-world nation with the American one. For Auden, the former colony is a discrepant space that continues to attract the Westerner but one that constantly recalls former regimes of violence in that space. It is a landscape of memory, killing fields, savagery and so-called civilisation. In his 1947 poem, ‘The Fall of Rome’, Auden allegorises the collapse of civilisations, where Nature is observing the fall of humanity and its cities:

Little birds with scarlet legs,
Sitting on their speckled eggs,
Eye each flu-infected city. (1976)

In ‘Spain’, Auden seems to ignite life by exhorting the nation to rise against the oppressive regime and build a more ‘just city’. When ‘Spain’ ends, Auden ponders over what History would record about such regimes—including imperial ones—especially about those defeated:

The stars are dead. The animals will not look.
We are left alone with our day, and the time is short, and
History to the defeated
May say Alas but cannot help or pardon. (1976)

Thus, when speaking of modernism’s transitions, it may be necessary to see these transitions as enabled, indeed necessitated, by the literature’s engagements with the colony/post-colony. These engagements, as I have indicated, reorganised the self, even as they called into question the imperial myths of progress, civilisation and triumph.

Notes

1 This essay draws on arguments rehearsed in my 2015 book, Transnational English Literature.

2 I am following here the view that ‘modernism stretches all the way back to c.1890 and up to c.1940 and the beginning of the Second World War – going even further back to c.1850 in francophone modernism’ (Goulimari 2022).
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Introduction

SCOPES AND LIMITS OF MODERNIST TRANSITIONS IN THE BRITISH–BANGLA CONTEXT

Subhadeep Ray and Goutam Karmakar

The English language may provide a common link between Bengalis, Marathis, Tamils, Punjabis, etc. It should serve to rope different parts of India to each other, and help to maintain unity across the country. But English should be allowed to operate strictly according to the need. We should not try to be British. A Bengali can never become a British.

—Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay in the 
Bangadarshan 1872 (quoted in Das [1997], 
translated from the original)

Objective, Rationale and Methodology

Modernist Transitions: Cultural Encounters between British and Bangla Modernist Fiction from 1910s to 1950s intends to be a critical reader of two simultaneously developed and socio-politically connected modernist movements. It focuses on the continuities and discontinuities, confirmations and confrontations, crossovers and collisions, appropriations, adaptations, and assimilations in the cultural transitions between British modernist prose fiction and its Bangla equivalent within a comparative framework. The global ambition of modernist art involves a spatio-temporal voyage that has an intriguing relationship with modernity ‘as a broad historical marker associated with the global dominance of capitalism and an increase in intercultural contact’ (Kalliney 2016). As modernism’s invocation of the aesthetics of novelty hinges on cultural travels and dialogues across differences, this book seeks to investigate the modernist movement from the western to the eastern part of the British Empire during the interwar and post-war period when the 19th-century imperial ideals were in the process of disintegrating into inter-connected but competing
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