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Conclusion

In this section we have been dealing with generalities, certain dominant
features of Modernist poetry and novels. In the sections that now follow,
particularly those on your set texts (Woolf, Eliot, Yeats), such features
will be illustrated in more detail. After you have become familiar with
these texts, you should find it useful to return to this section and
consider again the general character of Imagism and Symbolism, and of
their effect on Modernist writing.
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The passage also illustrates the self-effacing role of the narrator in
Modernist novels. It is clearly the narrator (and not Peter Walsh) who
tells us about the street singer; yet we do not learn what to think about
her, why she is introduced at this particular point in the novel, or her
significance for its other episodes. Similarly, in the presentation of the
whole novel, the narrator tells us where the characters are, what they
look like, what time of day it is, what they are doing, what they say, think
and feel about each other. But beyond that, as readers, we are on our
own, in the manner recommended by Flaubert and James, a kind of
narration you have already met in Woolf’s ‘Kew Gardens’. We can also
connect this view of the narrator’s role with the Modernist rejection of
the overt moralising and philosophising characteristic of the narrators of
many Victorian novels, Dickens and George Eliot in particular. In this
respect, Modernist novelists were in sympathy with key points in Yeats’s
account of Symbolist poetry, outlined above.
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What Peter Walsh hears is a street singer, an old woman singing a love
song which, to her, invokes a memory of her lover many, many years ago.
But these paragraphs first present her as without human form (‘like a
funnel, like a rusty pump, like a wind-beaten tree’), as an impersonal
conduit for the song, which, hardly a song at all, is seen as a spring of
water, bubbling up from a ‘mere hole in the earth’. I will leave you to
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Lastly, there was Flaubert’s insistence, as summed up in Culler’s
sentence, that a novel should be ‘an aesthetic object rather than a
communicative act’, a view for which (though with a good deal of
qualification) James also argued. A defining feature of a good novel had
to be aesthetic uniry, in marked contrast with ‘the novel as largely
practised in English’ which, he complained in The Art of the Novel, ‘is the
perfect paradise of the loose end’ (1935, p. 114). This is more than a
request for tidiness of construction. Rather, it is a logical application of
Flaubert’s preoccupation with e mot juste to the composition and
arrangement of whole paragraphs and chapters. Getting rid of ‘loose
ends’ meant that no episode, no chapter, no dialogue, no description,
should appear in the novel merely for local effect, and so without
relevance to the whole design. This demand for a unifying design had a
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considerable impact on narrative structure, about which Modernist
novelists are much more self-conscious than their Victorian predecessors,
especially about how narratives conclude. Instead of the burgeoning
complex of plots and sub-plots typical of Victorian novels, Modernist
narrative is usually minimal; and, except as an irreducible structuring
device, how the narrative ends matters less because it avoids any definite
resolution of the various conflicts the novel has explored. The preferred
Modernist conclusion is ‘open’: the novel’s conflicts are revealed but not
resolved. Mrs Dalloway is a case in point, as you will discover. Individual
episodes in the novel take their meaning more from the manner, and at
the moment of their presentation, than from some overarching pattern
whose ‘key’ is only provided by the conclusion.
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Underlying such resistance to narrative closure is an implicit attitude
towards the dimension of time. In an influential discussion of narrative
time, Frank Kermode distinguishes two ways of thinking about it by
means of Greek terms, chronos and kairos (1967, pp. 46-8). Chronos is
mere endless successiveness without direction or purpose; kairos means
that given points of time are ‘filled with significance, charged with a
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meaning derived from [their] relation to the end’. If you think of time as
directed towards some end and purpose, then the stages of that progress
will be meaningful in relation to that end. To take familiar illustrations —
‘ten more shopping days to Christmas’, or ‘my daughter’s exams three
months hence’ — such passages of time would yield various moments of
kairos. But if you think of time as chronos, then no individual episode can
take its mcaning from its relation to a conclusion or end, because there is
none. The meaning of individual moments can only inhere in those
moments, which become occasions of ‘revelation’, of a precious and
unique insight. For Modernist novelists, time is rarely conceived as
progressing stage by significant stage towards some finally meaningful
end. Time is rather chronos, mere successiveness. Such an attitude clearly
militates against a narrative structure in which ends and conclusions
command the flow and direction of the novel. Again, Mrs Dalloway will
illustrate this.




