
General Editor’s Preface

One decade is covered by each of the ten volumes in The Edinburgh 
History of Twentieth-Century Literature in Britain series. Individual 
volumes may argue that theirs is the decade of the century. The series 
as a whole considers the twentieth century as the century of decades. 
All eras are changeful, but the pace of change has itself steadily acceler-
ated throughout modern history, and never more swiftly than under the 
pressures of political crises and of new technologies and media in the 
twentieth century. Ideas, styles and outlooks came into dominance, and 
were then displaced, in more and more rapid succession, characterising 
 ever-briefer periods, sharply separated from predecessors and successors.
 Time-spans appropriate to literary or cultural history shortened cor-
respondingly, and on account not only of change itself, but its effect on 
perception. How distant, for example, that tranquil, sunlit, Edwardian 
decade already seemed, even ten years later, after the First World War, 
at the start of the twenties. And how essential, too, to the self-defi nition 
of that restless decade, and later ones, that the years from 1900 to1910 
should seem tranquil and sunlit – as a convenient contrast, not necessar-
ily based altogether fi rmly on ways the Edwardians may have thought of 
themselves. A need to secure the past in this way – for clarity and defi ni-
tion, in changeful times – encourages views of earlier decades almost as 
a hand of familiar, well-differentiated cards, dealt out, one by one, by 
prior times to the present one. These no longer offer pictures of kings 
and queens: King Edward VII, at the start of the century, or, briefl y, 
George V, were the last monarchs to give their names to an age. Instead, 
the cards are marked all the more clearly by image and number, as ‘the 
Twenties’, ‘the Thirties’, ‘the Forties’ and so on. History itself often 
seems to join in the game, with so many epochal dates – 1918, 1929, 
1939, 1968, 1979, 1989, 2001 – approximating to the end of decades.
 By the end of the century, decade divisions had at any rate become a 
fi rmly-established habit, even a necessity, for cultural understanding and 
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analysis. They offer much virtue, and opportunity, to the present series. 
Concentration within fi rm temporal boundaries gives each volume 
further scope to range geographically – to explore the literary produc-
tion and shifting mutual infl uences of nations, regions and minorities 
within a less and less surely ‘United’ Kingdom. Attention to fi lm and 
broadcasting allows individual volumes to refl ect another key aspect 
of literature’s rapidly changing role throughout the century. In its early 
years, writing and publishing remained almost the only media for imagi-
nation, but by the end of the century, they were hugely challenged by 
competition from new technologies. Changes of this kind were accom-
panied by wide divergences in ways that the literary was conceived and 
studied. The shifting emphases of literary criticism, at various stages of 
the century, are also considered throughout the series.
 Above all, though, the series’ decade-divisions promote productive, 
sharply-focused literary-historical analysis. Ezra Pound’s celebrated 
defi nition of literature, as ‘news that stays news’, helps emphasise the 
advantages. It is easy enough to work with the second part of Pound’s 
equation: to explain the continuing appeal of literature from the past. 
It is harder to recover what made a literary work news in the fi rst 
place, or, crucially for literary history, to establish just how it related 
to the news of its day – how it digested, evaded or sublimated pressures 
bearing on its author’s imagination at the time. Concentration on indi-
vidual decades facilitates attention to this ‘news’. It helps recover the 
brisk, chill feel of the day, as authors stepped out to buy their morning 
newspapers – the immediate, actual climate of their time, as well as the 
tranquillity, sunshine or cloud ascribed to it in later commentary. Close 
concentration on individual periods can also renew attention to writing 
that did not stay news – to works that, signifi cantly, pleased contempo-
rary readers and reviewers, and might repay careful rereading by later 
critics.
 In its later years, critics of twentieth-century writing sometimes 
concentrated more on characterising than periodising the literature 
they surveyed, usually under the rubrics of modernism or postmodern-
ism. No decade is an island, entire of itself, and volumes in the series 
consider, where appropriate, broader movements and infl uences of 
this kind, stretching beyond their allotted periods. Each volume also 
offers, of course, a fuller picture of the writing of its times than neces-
sarily-selective studies of modernism and postmodernism can provide. 
Modernism and postmodernism, moreover, are thoroughly specifi c in 
their historical origins and development, and the nature of each can 
be usefully illumined by the close, detailed analyses the series provides. 
Changeful, tumultuous and challenging, history in the twentieth century 
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perhaps pressed harder and more variously on literary imagination 
than ever before, requiring a literary history correspondingly meticu-
lous, fl exible and multifocal. This is what The Edinburgh History of 
Twentieth-Century Literature in Britain provides.
 The idea for the series originated with Jackie Jones in Edinburgh 
University Press, and all involved are grateful for her vision and 
 guidance, and for support from the Press, throughout.

Randall Stevenson
University of Edinburgh
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