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in Modernist Futures, David James examines the implications of 
 modernism’s continuity in late-twentieth- and twenty-first-century 
writing by tracing its political and ethical valences in emerging 
novelistic practices. Focusing on the work of J. M. Coetzee, Milan 
Kundera, ian Mcewan, toni Morrison, Michael ondaatje and 
Phillip roth, James reconsiders the purpose of literary innovation 
as it relates to the artistic and cultural interventions such writers 
perform. By rethinking critical and disciplinary parameters, James 
brings scholarship on contemporary fiction into dialogue with mod-
ernist studies, offering a nuanced account of narrative strategies that 
sheds new light on the form of the novel today. An ambitious and 
incisive contribution to the field, this book will appeal especially to 
scholars of modernism and contemporary literary culture as well as 
those in American and postcolonial studies.

DaviD James is Lecturer in Modern and Contemporary Literature 
at Queen Mary, university of London. Author of Contemporary 
British Fiction and the Artistry of Space: Style, Landscape, Perception 
(2008), his articles have appeared in such venues as Modernism/
Modernity, Journal of Modern Literature and Textual Practice. He 
is editor of The Legacies of Modernism: Historicising Postwar and 
Contemporary Fiction (2011).
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to take stock of the numerous ways in which this book has become 
indebted to others over the years is to feel at once humbled and fortu-
nate. At the university of nottingham, my professional life has been 
enriched by immensely supportive colleagues. i thank Julie Sanders 
for being an exemplary mentor, before becoming an equally exemplary 
Head of School. no one matches her way of maintaining a calm sense 
of  efficiency when you are in the office that safeguards your productivity 
when you are away from it. i continue to be indebted to her for showing 
me how to build a makeshift shelter in which to think and write amid 
the maelstrom of mid-semester administration. i’m similarly grateful to 
Dominic Head who, when he himself was leading the School, tolerated 
my tendency to drop by at the busiest times in search of impromptu con-
versations about the state of contemporary fiction studies. My propensity 
to exploit his truly encyclopaedic knowledge of the postwar novel is also 
something he has endured with unflagging enthusiasm and encourage-
ment. neal Alexander, ron Carter, Matt Green, Josephine Guy, Andrew 
Harrison, Gillian roberts, Mark robson, Matthew Welton and Daniel 
Weston also have a penchant for impromptu discussions: thanks to their 
intellectual generosity, i have been able, simply by talking in a corridor, 
to clarify issues that could have otherwise gone unanswered in a library. 
it sounds like a platitude to say that teaching terms fly past with a speed 
that often allows little time to converse with colleagues about anything 
other than the next task ahead. For bucking precisely this trend towards 
conversational functionality, however, i would like to thank all those who 
have supported and contributed to the Contemporary Fiction Group at 
nottingham – a forum for topflight debates about new writing that i have 
found very rewarding to chair. That group didn’t start with me, however: 
the helm was graciously handed over by Sean Matthews, whose weekly 
hospitality elsewhere allowed me to keep envisioning this project in its 
most preliminary stages and through my earliest years in the job. Finally, 
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i would not have been able to complete the manuscript with patience, 
focus and composure without the generous period of research leave pro-
vided by the School of english.

it proved immensely helpful to have the opportunity to present sev-
eral parts of this book to highly responsive audiences in both the united 
Kingdom and north America. i would particularly like to thank Jesse 
Matz for inviting me to speak on a MSA roundtable in 2008 about the 
relationship between modernism and the contemporary, reassuring me 
as that event did – and Jesse himself continues to do – that modernist 
continuities require further attention. By the same stroke, Matthew Hart 
reminded me to administer regular doses of self-scrutiny when plotting 
that story of continuance, and i thank him for his solidarity with respect 
to the way contemporary writing is more than ever demanding a fresh 
critical language. Whether they have known it or not, Susan Andrade, 
richard Begam, Peter Boxall, Jay Clayton, Mark Currie, Amy elias, Steve 
ellis, Jim Hansen, Andrew Hoberek, Amy Hungerford, roger Luckhurst, 
Peter nicholls, Max Saunders, tom Schaub and rebecca Walkowitz have 
provided direction, indirectly or otherwise, at crucial points in this pro-
ject’s development, and i feel honoured to have had opportunities to 
converse (and in some cases to collaborate!) with such brilliant scholars. 
Closer to home, Peter Howarth and Finn Fordham never let me get away 
with much whenever i start mentioning the word modernism, let alone 
its future; Joe Brooker never lets me get away with anything to do with 
matters of style. i thank all three of them for their ability to play devil’s 
advocate: the result of them doing so has sharpened the case this book 
makes about engaging historically as well as aesthetically with questions 
of form, and all remaining infelicities are wholly mine. even the most sus-
tained periods of scholarly effort benefit from healthy distractions – such 
as those provided so unselfishly by Julia Jordan, eric Langley and David 
McAllister, who, when together, allow no one to take themselves too ser-
iously. it was flattering to be invited to present some of the arguments in 
this book alongside my erstwhile supervisor, Laura Marcus, at the London 
Modernisms Seminar; and i continue to owe a debt of gratitude to Laura 
for the candid advice she has offered at many important stages. A fledgling 
version of the entire manuscript came under the exacting eye of Andrzej 
Gasiorek. As a friend with the knack for combing rigour and inspiration, 
his insights were not only scholarly but also pragmatic, and they gave me 
the momentum and confidence to say what i meant.

in addition to sharing ideas from this book before such audiences, i 
have had the opportunity to work with excellent editors and journals to 
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bring burgeoning research into print. Some of the arguments informing 
the introduction were articulated within a different framework in ‘The 
new Purism’, Textual Practice, 21:4 (2007): 687–714. Material that has 
subsequently been reshaped for Chapter 3 draws from ‘By Thrifty Design: 
Ford’s Bequest and Coetzee’s Homage’, in International Ford Madox Ford 
Studies 7: Literary Networks and Cultural Transformations, ed. Andrzej 
Gasiorek and Daniel Moore (Amsterdam and new York: rodopi, 2008) 
and from ‘Dusklands’, in A Companion to the Work of J. M. Coetzee, ed. 
tim Mehigan (rochester, nY: Camden House, 2011). An earlier version 
of Chapter 1 is included in my edited collection The Legacies of Modernism: 
Historicising Postwar and Contemporary Fiction (Cambridge university 
Press, 2011). to the editors and presses concerned, i am grateful for their 
permission to incorporate some of that work in revised form here.

At Cambridge university Press, i would like to thank ray ryan for his 
perceptive editorial guidance. With sharp foresight early on, he under-
stood entirely what this book was trying to achieve, and he saw reason to 
invest in the project when it was still an embryo. i am genuinely grateful 
to the anonymous readers of this manuscript for offering judicious com-
ments that helped me to augment the scope, heft and precision of my 
interventions. The Press’s production team has represented the pinnacle 
of support and efficiency from start to finish, and it has been a pleasure to 
work with them again.

in putting together a book that is partly about literary heritage, i’ve 
become conscious of those traits i seem to have benefitted from inheriting. 
As a stonemason, my late father knew a good deal about what it means to 
pay attention to craft, and i hope the following pages bear some trace of 
his lessons in looking closer at how things are made. i have thanked my 
two older brothers before in print for not being academics and for being 
fabulous satirists instead: the gratitude is worth reiterating, because your 
relentless mockery of your little brother continues to do wonders in help-
ing him keep his feet firmly on the ground. i marvel to think back at how 
my mum maintained her unflagging support for my commitment to an 
academic career, especially at times when such a pursuit seemed pretty 
reckless. She remains a paragon of reassurance, and without her support it 
is unlikely that i could have stayed on track through the uncertain years 
one spends gearing up for this profession. uncertainties of other kinds 
have been rapidly dissolved with the love and encouragement of my fam-
ily on the other side of the Atlantic: thanks to tita and Jorge Sr., Lula and 
Andrés, and Jorge and Julie, for believing in me from the start and for 
offering the kindest welcome imaginable.
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Learning from a comparatist can make you a more capacious reader; 
living with one is quite a different matter, especially when volumes in 
multiple languages vie for shelf space in an apartment that could hardly be 
described as capacious. This book bears the stamp of some of that learning 
and living; but more indelibly still, it bears witness to the love of a com-
paratist who became my companion. For her critical wisdom, her infinite 
patience, her sixth sense for what makes an argument ring true, and for 
the humour with which she reminded me to keep in mind our immediate 
futures whenever i was too absorbed in modernist ones, my final thanks 
are reserved for María del Pilar Blanco to whom this book is dedicated.
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