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Recent years have seen a flurry of dexterous mini-narratives of modernism. Studies such as 

Owen Hatherley’s Militant Modernism (2012), Anthony Enns and Shelley Trower’s edited 

collection Vibratory Modernism (2013) and Beci Carver’s Granular Modernism (2014) all 

turn around provocative metaphors in order to forge hitherto unexplored connections between 

the period’s political, scientific, technological and philosophical developments and its 

literature. In turn, Abbie Garrington’s Haptic Modernism suggests ways in which ‘the 

adventures of the human hand and related sensations of touch and the tactile’ might be said to 

‘constitute a substantial tranche of the literature in the modernist period’ (p.2). It is an 

ambitious claim, and one that threatens to dissipate when she goes on to explain that her use 

of the notion of touch and the tactile as ‘substantial’ is derived from Aristotle’s conception of 

it as the most ‘fundamental’ sense; as becomes increasingly clear, Haptic Modernism uses the 

tactile as a conduit to a host of related modernist topics rather than focusing on those writers 

who are ‘most conspicuously engaged with the haptic’ (p. 18 and p. 142). 

Fortunately, Garrington’s tactile approach to her own theme often results in elegant 

readings that sweep effortlessly from close textual analysis through engagements with the 

period’s popular culture to critical insights that are richly theoretically-informed as well as 

original and persuasive. Through the persistent image of what early on Garrington calls the 

‘sentient, feeling hand’, Haptic Modernism forges connections between modernist literature, 

politics and popular culture in a style that can itself be said to be “haptic” (p.9). In Chapter 

One, for example, Garrington develops a connection between modernist writing, hand health 

and discourses surrounding the liminal status of female urban professionals through the theme 

of manicure. In her ‘Excursus’ at the end of the chapter, she offers a reading of Rebecca 

West’s Sunflower as a response to Ovid’s ‘Pygmalion’. Here, Garrington begins to mould a 

conception of the haptic as something not limited to touch but, moreover, as a fundamental 

mode of perception in modernist prose fiction, around the motif of sculpture. To be a 

‘sculptor’ is to master a tactile mode of vision; citing the eighteenth-century philosopher John 

Gottfried Herder, Garrington argues that there is ‘a grasp – a feeling/understanding grasp – 

contained within vision when it is applied to images of the human body rendered through the 

sculptor’s art’ (p. 56). Seen in this light, Sunflower ‘becomes a battle for the right to be a 

sculptor’, she suggests, ‘in terms of generative or creative practice, and in terms of self-

definition; to lose this battle is to be sculpted [her italics], cast in stone.’ (p.66)  

Tactile ways of seeing dominate Chapter Two, which is devoted to a reading of James 

Joyce’s Ulysses. Here, Garrington begins by deploying the Herderian conception of the haptic 

as bound up with vision in order to play on the notion, long established in Joycean 

scholarship, of the sensual perspective embodied by that famous admirer of naked sculptures, 

Leopold Bloom. As Garrington suggests, he ‘brings his Herderian look, the look which 

contains a touch, to bear upon the female form, whether tackling stone or flesh’ (p.79). In a 

sense, as Garrington proposes, Bloom’s Herderian vision might be read as a prosthetic 

extension of Joyce’s own. Playing on the origin of the term ‘prosthesis’ as an orthographical 

supplement, Garrington ingeniously aligns the blind stripling who Bloom witnesses tapping 

his cane with Joyce’s own masturbatory writing style, citing West’s review of Ulysses: ‘Joyce 

“pushes his pen about noisily and aimlessly as if it were a carpet-sweeper”’; and, earlier, 

‘“that his use of obscene words is altogether outside the aesthetic process is proved by that 

spurt of satisfaction […] which marks the pages wherever he uses them”’ (p.104 and p.74). 

Perhaps her most compelling argument, however, is that Joyce, who famously suffered from 
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increasingly poor eyesight, ‘explores the possibility that blindness might produce modes of 

compensatory access to other forms of “seeing”.’ (p.98) One of the most evocative examples 

presented in support of this argument is Molly’s ‘haptic memory’, which both stimulates and 

is stimulated by her self-touching as she lies in bed, in the dark (p.99). The chapter is arguably 

the most vivid illustration of one of Garrington’s central arguments: that modernist 

expressions of the tactile are often initiations into new ways of seeing and remembering. 

After this imaginative reading of the relationship between sight, memory and the haptic in 

Ulysses, Garrington reverts to a more concrete image in Chapter Three: the subject is Virginia 

Woolf’s work and her reading opens, appropriately enough, with a reading of Woolf’s hand. 

Accordingly, Garrington’s method is perhaps less nimble in this section, progressing through 

a series of inter-related observations about the role of the human hand in Woolf’s writing: that 

the broken skin of the scarred or damaged hand connects to memory; that gestures establish 

identity and character, as well as verifying and establishing relationships; that, in turn, 

gestures (particularly the grasp) stand for outmoded, ‘primeval’ modes of perception and 

interaction in the context of contemporary scientific developments, particularly the then 

nascent atomic theory; and, finally, that the grasping hand attempts to halt the ever-fleeting 

‘moment’ in Woolf’s fiction (p.125). As Garrington points out, modernist writers and thinkers 

were often concerned with what Leo Charney has called ‘“the evacuation of stable presence 

by movement and the resulting split between sensation, which feels the moment in the 

moment, and cognition, which feels the moment only after the moment”’ (p.122). Drawing a 

surprising comparison between Woolf and Horace, the chapter concludes that for both, the 

grasp is ‘the appropriate gestural response’ to the escaping moment, a concern which, it turns 

out, is not limited to the modernist period (p.138). 

Arguably less persuasive is Chapter Four, which purports to apply Dorothy Richardson’s 

‘adroit descriptions of the somatic aspects of film viewing’ in order to produce a haptic 

reading of her literary method (p.142). Richardson, Garrington argues, transfers what she sees 

as the collaborative relationship between silent films and their viewers to her own literary 

practice, ‘where she considers reading as a whole-body, haptically engaged act.’ (p.147) 

However, the arguments presented here appear to stretch beyond even the flexible 

terminology that the study deploys. It is not entirely clear, for instance, how, as Garrington 

claims, reading is figured as a tactile act in Richardson’s work, even when read alongside her 

writing on cinema; although Garrington begins to demonstrate how the reading process 

‘moves one beyond present circumstances’ in Richardson’s Pilgrimage, she does not explain 

how this constitutes a haptic act, nor does she fully explain how this relates to Richardson’s 

description of film (p.149). Similar problems beset Garrington’s subsequent arguments in the 

chapter; her brief comparison of Miriam’s room in Pilgrimage to a second skin, for example, 

feels somewhat forced, particularly as it is almost entirely lacking in the haptic rhetoric that is 

so elegantly constructed elsewhere in the study.1  

Happily, Chapter Five returns to the deftly inventive mode in which Haptic Modernism 

begins. Here, Garrington offers what is in many ways a synthesis of some of her main 

concerns through a reading of the work of D.H. Lawrence. In a manner that might have been 

compared with Joyce and Woolf’s own haptic writing in more depth, Lawrence ‘extrapolates 

a contemporary mode of vision that reinserts the hand – to see darkly and fumblingly is, 

however counter-intuitively, to see clearly.’ (p.157) At the same time, Lawrence’s haptic 

vision allows his characters to establish more profound modes of communication, to “get in 

touch”. In contrast with Richardson (and, it might have been added, the erstwhile cinema 

entrepreneur Joyce), Lawrence sees tactility as a reaction to modernism’s increasingly visual 

culture: ‘Touch is likened […] to an essential reassertion of humanity in an age that, in losing 

touch with the body’s tactile capacities, has lost touch with what it means to be human.’ 
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(p.163) In contrast with the onanistic touch that marks Joyce’s work, Garrington stresses the 

communicative urge in Lawrence’s writing. 

The final chapter in the study tentatively explores examples of the uncanny ‘moments 

when hands display a mind of their own’, moments of discomfort in which the sense of self 

and agency that is often embodied by hands (we might think, for instance, of Garrington’s 

reading of Woolf) is undermined or unsettled in modernist fiction (p.172). In a sense, it is an 

appropriate end to an eclectic work whose broad engagement with a relatively new topic 

represents a preliminary grasp that should stimulate further research. 

Haptic Modernism is a compelling and adroitly written first monograph. Perhaps due to the 

project’s scope, it is debatable whether Garrington manages to fully accomplish her stated 

aim, to ‘answer the question of why it is that modernist texts […] return with unprecedented 

alacrity to the haptic experiences of the human body [italics in the original]’ (p.50). 

Nevertheless, Haptic Modernism marshals enough persuasive material to suggest that touch 

and the tactile could be a fascinating and as yet under-researched aspect of modernist 

literature. 

 

***** 

 

Notes 

 
* Cover Image “Geöffnete Hände” by Andreas Bogdain http://www.andreasbogdain.de ca. 18 x 25 cm, 

Aquarell/Tusche auf Bütten (2004) 
1 See the subsection entitled ‘Skin ego and writing room’, Garrington, pp. 150-1. 
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