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MODERNITY AND THE
ENGLISH RURAL NOVEL

This book examines the persistence of the rural tradition in the English
novel into the twentieth century. In the shadow of metropolitan
literary culture, rural writing can seem to strive for a fantasy version
of England with no compelling social or historical relevance. Dominic
Head argues that the apparent disconnection is, in itself, a response
to modernity rather than a refusal to engage with it, and that the
important writers in this tradition have had a significant bearing on
the trajectory of English cultural life through the twentieth century.
At the heart of the discussion is the English rural regional novel of
the s and s, which reveals significant points of overlap with
mainstream literary culture and the legacies of modernism. Rural
writers refashioned the conventions of the tradition, and the effects
of literary nostalgia, to produce the swansong of a fading genre, with
resonances that are still relevant today.

dominic head is Professor of Modern English Literature at the
University of Nottingham, where he served as Head of School from
 to . He has written extensively on twentieth-century and
contemporary literature and is the author of eight books, including:
The Modernist Short Story (Cambridge University Press, ), Ian
McEwan () and The Cambridge Introduction to Modern British
Fiction, 1950–2000 (Cambridge University Press, ). He is editor
of The Cambridge Guide to Literature in English, third edition (Cam-
bridge University Press, ).
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Preface

I can date the genesis of this study to the summer of , when I was
between school and university, at the end of a holiday travelling with
friends in California. Killing time at Los Angeles airport, on a twelve-hour
wait for ‘standby’ seats for the flight home, I spent the day sitting on my
suitcase, trying not to hear the tape-loop from the drop-off point (‘the
white zone is for the immediate loading and unloading of passengers only’),
and reading a second-hand copy of E. M. Forster’s Howards End, bought
at a bookstore in La Jolla. I still have this sixties-style paperback, with its
lurid green cover, a schematic lino-cut of three trees. In memory it is an
incongruous scene: a callow Brit immersed in a quintessentially English
novel, championing traditional rural values, in a definitively modern space;
but it was probably the spark of the intellectual friction that underpins this
study.

Howards End, which anticipates many of the concerns and effects of
the later twentieth-century rural novel in England, is one of two books
that punctuate this survey. The other is Raymond Williams’s The Country
and the City, the seminal study of the topic, which I felt needed to be
considered in its different aspects, as a reference point. Thus, Chapter 

makes reference to Williams’s chapter on the rural-regional novel, which
he presents as (in effect) a misrepresentation of social history; Chapter 

moves beyond Williams’s discussion of the labourer to give context to the
discussion of the ‘outsider’; and Chapter  takes Williams’s paradoxical
invocation of nostalgia as one of its triangulation points.

To ameliorate the problem of pigeonholing, which has tended to con-
tribute to estimations of the rural tradition as a limited form of genre
fiction (with sub-genres), authors are not always confined to particular
chapters. H. E. Bates, for example, bridges some of the different themes
treated here; and, because his career spans much of the twentieth century,
he is particularly useful in demonstrating how shifting developments in
the rural tradition relate to the evolving historical context. Another strand
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x Preface

is the question of dwelling, or belonging, or being rooted, which is raised
in the Introduction, then reconfigured in the problem of the outsider in
later chapters, and then revisited in the Afterword.

The importance of rural ideas is now becoming widely acknowledged in
studies of twentieth-century literature, and especially in modernist studies;

but this is not my focus. Although this book sometimes uses writers from
the literary ‘mainstream’ as points of comparison – notably Forster and
George Orwell – the chief interest is in the neglected rural tradition,
populated by writers perceived as ‘minor’ or middlebrow. In arguing for
the overlooked significance of writers such as H. E. Bates, Adrian Bell,
A. G. Street, Leo Walmsley, Winifred Holtby and Sheila Kaye-Smith,
there is a tangential connection with the new modernist studies in the
sense that the ‘turn to England’ now recognized in late modernism was
in some ways anticipated in the rural novel, which continued to develop
alongside (sometimes overlapping with) that late modernist strand. But the
emphasis here remains on the rural tradition as a discrete phenomenon,
worthy of greater attention than it has had hitherto, not least because of
its major role in sustaining an enduring cultural fascination with the rural.

I am grateful to Ray Ryan for his willingness to commission this book
when it was a glint in the eye, and for his customary editorial skill in seeing it
through to production. My thanks are due to: David James, who has given
valuable advice at different points in the writing; and Neal Alexander,
Jim Moran, Andrew Thacker, Richard Kerridge, Lawrence Buell, Dean
Baldwin and Howard Booth, who have offered insightful commentary or
support at various stages. For the cover I have to thank my sister Alison,
who, with the artist’s discriminating eye (and instinct), tracked down the
original watercolour by J. Ulric Walmsley. (The quest to locate the spot that
might have inspired the painting continues!) Like most academic books
written nowadays, this one was written chiefly in my spare time (evenings,
holidays, weekends), so I have no particular sponsor to thank. As ever, my
greatest debt is to my family, Tricia, Felicity and Oliver.

 For example, while I was completing this study, Jeffrey Mathes McCarthy published Green Mod-
ernisms: Nature and the English Novel, 1900–1930 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, ), with a focus
on Joseph Conrad, D. H. Lawrence, Ford Madox Ford and Mary Butts.
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