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For all its recent vibrancy, posthuman studies has paid little attention to perhaps the most 

literal posthuman form: the corpse. Erin Edwards’s engaging study The Modernist Corpse 

takes up this underexplored body and exhumes its dynamic fate in US interbellum 

culture. “The corpse,” she declares, “is the paradoxical, radically uncertain foundation 

upon which the political and social ‘life’ of modernity is constructed” (18). Theorizing the 

vital reciprocity among mortal remains, their living antecedents, and various nonliving 

forms, Edwards argues that understanding the corpse as a site of finality—the end of 

human life—is inadequate to its existence “along a continuum with the living” and, in 

the modernist period in particular, a site of technological transformation (3). Recognizing 

this potent body as such, Edwards adds new biopolitical dimensions to current 

discussions of posthumanism and literary modernism. 

 

Edwards’s diverse archive features vivacious dead bodies, cadaverous living beings, and 

biotechnic hybrids that defy human categorization. From the works of William Faulkner, 

Jean Toomer, Mina Loy, and Djuna Barnes to World War I documentation, lynching 

photographs, and the film Frankenstein (1931), the corpse “acquires a new cultural 

visibility” in early twentieth-century media (1). Edwards opens by enumerating the 

impressive body count in modernist literature (think Gatsby, The Waste Land, Passing). She 

highlights the casualties of the Great War and the mass destruction of capitalist 

production, and observes the less than “fully human” status of certain subjects who 

inhabited these grave conditions (e.g., “racialized others, gendered others, queer others, 

and an array of ‘other others’” [2]). Edwards’s primary concern, however, lies elsewhere. 

She does not elaborate historical contexts or endeavor to readjudicate human difference, 

past or present. Rather, she theorizes how experimental modernism works to unseat the 

anthropocentrism that preconditions such dehumanization. Taking her cues from the 

technological changes and aesthetic interests between the wars, Edwards details how 

modernism’s formal innovations illuminate, even unsettle, the circumstances by which 

some beings live in precarious expendability, while privileged others thrive on their 

“bare life.”  

 

Edwards’s posthumous posthumanism ramifies beyond modernist studies. Modernism, 

she argues, “anticipates many of the questions that currently occupy posthuman studies” 

by “unraveling the exclusionary category of the humanist subject” (2-3). Chief among 

these contemporary field concerns are the interpenetration of nature and technology, the 

reciprocal relations between the human and nonhuman others (e.g., the animal, the 
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machine, the thing), and the ethical aims of conceiving a world without humanist values. 

Edwards finds the precedent for these current questions in William Carlos Williams’s 

zoological objectivist poetry, Rainer Maria Rilke’s synesthetic phonograph, and Gertrude 

Stein’s ingestive-expressive verbal play, among other artforms “involved in troubling the 

boundary between the ‘life’ of human and nonhuman bodies” (20). 

 

Edwards’s “necrocentric perspective” participates in a developing strain of inquiry that 

she terms “critical posthumanism” (14, 10). This scholarly focus trains a critical eye on 

the practices and purposes of what is by now a decades-old biopolitical tradition. In this 

vein, Cary Wolfe has called for us to postulate an embodied posthumanism that avoids 

the ambition of material transcendence (what he calls “bad posthumanism”). Edwards 

sounds Wolfe’s dictum and rises to it. Her dynamic account of the traffic between bodies 

in various molecular states synthesizes an impressive array of theories of human life, 

without reifying life or the human—though her own vitalism strikes me as potentially 

allied with the first of these two watchwords. Deleuze and Guattari are especially 

important for Edwards, who draws on their concepts of becoming-life and becoming-

death, as well as becoming-animal, becoming-matter, and what Rosi Braidotti calls 

“‘becoming-earth’” (qtd. 2). Edwards’s attention to the political and aesthetic novelty 

made possible by ecological thought also draws on Agamben, Barthes, Benjamin, Butler, 

Foucault, Haraway, and Hayles—to name but a few figures from the first third of the 

alphabet. All of these thinkers help Edwards anatomize the potential of nominally dead 

bodies while maintaining a degree of self-reflexivity about the vitalism that suffuses her 

enterprise. 

 

Edwards’s accessible posthumanism extends other approaches to the machinery of 

twentieth-century life. Directly and indirectly, she engages a range of literary subfields 

currently interested in technology, such as science studies, sound studies, and studies of 

visual and material culture. Her dialogic media landscape includes modernist texts, 

period technology, and both human and nonhuman bodies. Jean Toomer’s Cane (1923) 

and W. E. B. Du Bois’s 1900 “Georgia Negro Exhibit” rework the photographic gaze to 

make visible and subvert the biopolitical control of lynching photography that 

“inexorably associates whiteness with life and blackness with death” (79). Artists like 

Rilke, Loy, and the Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven engage various mechanical 

elements (the telegraph, the phonograph, airplane parts) to turn the human skull into “a 

living medium of transmission between the human and the nonhuman” that expresses 

and refuses gender norms (151). Man Ray’s photography-informed “rayographs” 

likewise reorient the gaze, remap the body, and displace artistic agency. Revising our 

sense of who or what acts upon and through modern machinery, Edwards avoids a 

transhumanism in which technology enhances the masterful human body. Her biotechnic 

relays enhance, disrupt, and refract one another, to frequently indeterminate ends.  
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Decentering the human also adds a new dimension to recent studies of death in literary 

modernism. In the past 15 years, such scholars as Greg Forter, Pearl James, Walter 

Kalaidjian, Seth Moglen, Patricia Rae, and David Sherman have detailed loss and 

mourning in early twentieth-century life and literature. Edwards shifts the 

anthropocentric orientation of this psychoanalytically informed scholarship, while 

furthering its project of surveying the politics and aesthetics of life and death in these 

years. Her attention to modernism’s “unmaking [of] the conceptual category of ‘man’” 

thickens our understanding of the precarity of life for certain racialized, gendered, and 

sexualized bodies in this period by putting pressure on “the human/nonhuman binaries 

that have traditionally produced the white human subject” (37, 108). Her examples 

include Faulkner’s corpses that speak to Southern white patriarchy’s preservation at the 

cost of nonwhite bodies; Toomer’s “completely artificial man,” who vivifies the 

disavowed history of US racial violence; and Barnes’s human-nonhuman life force that 

generatively refuses heteronormative reproduction.  

 

The ethical charge of Edwards’s work resonates in one of her most compelling chapters, 

her concluding discussion of queer corporeality in Barnes’s Ryder (1928) and Nightwood 

(1936). Edwards acknowledges the risk of theorizing queerness from a necrocentric 

perspective, given the symbolic and realized fatality of queer subjects. Yet she points out 

that to avoid this topic threatens to preserve the exclusionary humanism that produces 

these very circumstances. Tracking the charged reciprocity between Robin Vote and the 

entities around her (corpses, animals, plants), Edwards argues that “Nightwood models 

not only queer love but also the becoming-queer of love that passes through an array of 

micro-gendered, micro-sexed, and micro-specied associations” (168). Recognizing this 

fertile “species liminality” enables a new reading of the novel’s widely perplexing final 

chapter, which, in Edwards’s view, ends with a posthuman Pietà, a tableau of “the trans-

specied birth of something unknown and rich with possibility between the human and 

the nonhuman” (157, 171). These productive ruptures of the heteronormative life cycle 

extend to Matthew O’Connor’s “creative autopsy” of his own transvestism (182). This 

evocative revision “imaginatively sees through the ‘cold eye’ of the corpse” in a “rehearsal 

of otherness that is love’s eye” (183). 

 

Perhaps Edwards’s widest-reaching contribution at the level of literary study is her 

elliptical engagement with the method wars. Her alternative to symptomatic criticism 

suggests a version of Timothy Bewes’s “reading with the grain,” which reads “alongside 

the novel.” Each chapter of The Modernist Corpse includes a formalist meditation in which 

Edwards considers the text as a corpse. Her coda elaborates this through-line, asserting 

that the text is not a “fixed and lifeless body” for detached investigation but a “vital 

‘talking corpse’ that speaks to us, through us, and cuts into us, in kind” (194). In this way, 
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Edwards provocatively claims, “reading might always be a kind of posthumous and 

posthuman activity, as the living cuts of readership animate, and reanimate, the text that 

otherwise exists in a state of dormancy, if not death” (194). 

 

Throughout, Edwards identifies the underpinnings of this interpretive practice in her 

objects of study. Quoting Ivan Callus and Stefan Herbrechter, Edwards argues that 

modernism “invites us to read ‘in a posthuman way . . . to read against one’s self’” by 

disrupting corporeal and linguistic convention (33). This view of modernism rejects the 

movement’s supposed privileging of consciousness and interiority and proposes that we 

see these works as instead committed to disarticulating coherent personhood. 

Modernism’s posthuman model, then, destabilizes the self-understanding a reader brings 

to a text, which is itself undone and remade through each entanglement. There is a joke 

to be made here about the death of the author, but The Modernist Corpse vividly 

demonstrates that the posthumous and the posthuman are neither finite nor conclusive. 

Rather, these terms index conditions of possibility, through which we might continue to 

reconceive our understandings of the matters that circulate in and through literary texts.  
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