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G e n e r a l E d i t o r ’s P r e f a c e

Transitions: transition–, n. of action. 1. A passing or passage from one
condition, action or (rarely) place, to another. 2. Passage in thought,
speech, or writing, from one subject to another. 3. a. The passing from
one note to another. b. The passing from one key to another, modulation. 4. The passage from an earlier to a later stage of development or
formation … change from an earlier style to a later; a style of intermediate
or mixed character … the historical passage of language from one
well-defined stage to another.

The aim of transitions is to explore passages and movements in
language, literature and culture from Chaucer to the present day. The
series also seeks to examine the ways in which the very idea of transition affects the reader’s sense of period so as to address anew questions of literary history and periodization. The writers in this series
unfold the cultural and historical mediations of literature during what
are commonly recognized as crucial moments in the development
of English literature, addressing, as the OED puts it, the ‘historical
passage of language from one well-defined stage to another’.
Recognizing the need to contextualize literary study, the authors
offer close readings of canonical and now marginalized or overlooked
literary texts from all genres, bringing to this study the rigour of historical knowledge and the sophistication of theoretically informed evaluations of writers and movements from the last 700 years. At the same
time as each writer, whether Chaucer or Shakespeare, Milton or Pope,
Byron, Dickens, George Eliot, Virginia Woolf or Salman Rushdie, is
shown to produce his or her texts within a discernible historical, cultural, ideological and philosophical milieu, the text is read from the
vantage point of recent theoretical interests and concerns. The purpose
in bringing theoretical knowledge to the reading of a wide range of
works is to demonstrate how the literature is always open to transition,
whether in the instant of its production or in succeeding moments of
its critical reception.
The series desires to enable the reader to transform her/his own reading and writing transactions by comprehending past developments.
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Preface

Each book in the second tranche of the series offers a pedagogical
guide to the poetics and politics of particular eras, as well as to the subsequent critical comprehension of periods and periodization. As well
as transforming the cultural and literary past by interpreting its transition from the perspective of the critical and theoretical present, each
study enacts transitional readings of a number of literary texts, all of
which are themselves conceivable as having effected transition at the
moments of their first appearance. The readings offered in these books
seek, through close critical reading, historical contextualization and
theoretical engagement, to demonstrate certain possibilities in reading to the student reader.
It is hoped that the student will find this series liberating because
the series seeks to move beyond rigid definitions of period. What is
important is the sense of passage, of motion. Rather than providing
a definitive model of literature’s past, transitions aims to place you in
an active dialogue with the writing and culture of other eras, so as to
comprehend not only how the present reads the past, but how the past
can read the present.
Julian Wolfreys

A N o t e o n Te x t s U s e d

This book is aimed primarily at student readers. For that reason, wherever possible, I have made use of good, in-print, modern editions of the
texts I discuss. In some cases this has not been possible, and the dates
in the references will alert the reader to those texts which have not
been recently reprinted. Dates of original publication are noted in the
text, and again in the bibliographical references for your information.
This process can have the effect of making references look odd –
D. H. Lawrence was not still publishing in 1995, but the current Penguin
edition of The Rainbow was produced in that year. In relation to the
discussion of poetry I have made extensive use of anthologized collections because I wanted my readers to be able to read the texts for
themselves. An anthology implies a certain organization of material,
and a certain view of that material which is the editors’ view, rather
than the poets’. Editions of this kind go in and out of date, and what for
example, the 1890s meant in 1970 and what they mean now are rather
different things. I hereby warn readers therefore that if they want to
know in more detail what ‘really happened’, they need to go and look
for themselves in the original books. I am acting in good faith – but
that’s no reason why you should trust me.
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