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Introduction

Question: What do these have in common: hair design, art and artists, property lettings, fashion, letterboxes, jazz music, bicycle saddles, fast cars, consulting engineers, T-shirts, and lifestyle coaching? Answer: in a recent trawl by this author on the internet, particular instances of these all shared the designation ‘avant-garde’, either as descriptions of them or as part of their brand names. This range the use of ‘avant-garde’ is striking. And for anyone interested in contemporary culture, and in the ways in which it constantly changes, it is worth noting, I would suggest, for three reasons. First, because clearly it is a buzzword, a term that is used because of its current power to bestow on certain things and practices in the cultural marketplace an instant ‘up-to-dateness’ that seeks to distinguish them from their competitors. Second, because it is apparently empty of meaning beyond this very ‘up-to-dateness’: what it appears to point to is no specific quality other than the value our (western?) culture places on newness, on contemporaneity. And third, because if the term ‘avant-garde’ is as readily available as this, to signal such newness, then it has already become a cliché—has already been ‘co-opted’ for an expectation of the very qualities of un-expectedness that the ‘new’ is supposed to bring, and that make it new; which makes it something of a contradiction in terms.

But of course the word ‘avant-garde’ itself does have meanings, if we for a moment separate it from these specific usages and consider it on its own: it is French, and a military term. This is a strange origin for what has become one of the commonest in the cultural vocabulary of the English language. How then, you might ask, did it cross the English Channel and acquire such ubiquity? And does this history help to explain the ways in which newness, up-to-dateness, is a key value in western societies?

These questions are central to the concerns of this book. But there are others also that a consideration of the term ‘avant-garde’ raises, particularly with respect to one of the above instances of its use: that of art and artists, because this term is one of the two most important and influential concepts of all those that are used in discussing, and shaping, the history of modern art (the other one is ‘modernism’, which we’ll come to shortly). I am using the term ‘art’ here in its most general sense, to refer to the range of cultural practices of the modern period, since both the social grouping to which the term ‘the avant-garde’ refers, and the concept of ‘avant-garde’ itself, are applicable across ‘the arts’. However, as we shall see (and for reasons that we shall explore), it was in the field of fine art that the cultural grouping we call ‘the avant-garde’ first emerged, and it is this field too, as I shall argue, that has played the largest role in shaping the concept’s meanings and its history. For over a hundred years it has governed critical and historical assessment of the quality and significance of a fine artist or a work of fine art—to the extent that, if these have been judged to be ‘avant-garde’, or to belong to ‘the avant-garde’, then they have been worthy of consideration. If not, then (with very few exceptions) they have not, and neither critics nor historians have paid them much attention. In short, modern art is and has been very largely whatever the ‘avant-garde’ has made, or has said it is. Steadily, this understanding and valuation of modern art has become extended to all of ‘the arts’: design, literature, music, theatre, architecture, film, and photography all seem to be evaluated in terms set in the same way. And further: in this field of the arts, the connotations of up-to-dateness that the term ‘avant-garde’ has carried have been commonly associated with the quality of radicalism: that is, of a degree of newness that is fundamental, implicitly critical of the status quo—and also implicitly political in this criticism. In short, avant-garde arts and radical politics have been often assumed to be closely related; and specifically (but again implicitly) those of the left.

Yet in the field of cultural history very little work has been done, despite the ubiquity and strategic importance of the term, to explore why ‘the avant-garde’ carries so much authority, or how it came to do so, or how membership of this exclusive ‘club’ has been decided, or whether this association with leftist politics is warranted. What is more, the term remains a slippery one, and is often used in a slipshod way. What is the relation between ‘the avant-garde’—that is, the social grouping (the ‘club’)—and ‘avant-garde’ qualities in a work of art (or design, or literature, architecture, or film)? What is the relation, too, either between the ‘avant-gardes’ in the different arts, or between the avant-garde qualities that they display—are these equivalent? And where does ‘avant-gardism’ come in? Last but surely not least, now that contemporary art seems to have broken all taboos and is at the centre of a billion-pound art market, is there still an artistic ‘avant-garde’ and if so, what is the point of it and who are the artists concerned? Is the annual Frieze Art Fair in London ‘avant-garde’, or the Venice Biennale, or the Booker Prize competition, or the arthouse film festivals around the world? If so, what—or who—makes them so? For all its ubiquity in writing about modern culture, none of these key questions has yet been adequately answered; the concept, in all its variations, has largely been taken as given. So this book proposes to answer these questions too, and to do so in a way that puts the ‘avant-garde’ in the wider context of the development of western modernity, capitalist culture, and the global impact of both.

Definitions and distinctions

We need first to make some grammatical distinctions, because part of the problem with the uncertainties of its meaning is that in common usage, even within the restricted field of art history, the term slips confusingly between adjective and noun (as in the italicized sentence in the second paragraph above, in which the adjective ‘avant-garde’ refers to qualities, and the noun ‘the avant-garde’ to a notional community of self-consciously aesthetically radical artists). A related distinction is that between this (concrete) noun ‘the avant-garde’ and the abstract noun ‘avant-gardism’, which summarizes those qualities and bundles up the commitment to them into an attitude and even an ideology. Distinguishing between these three will help us to understand the term better, because historically (to put it, for now, at its simplest) the adjective and its related abstract noun preceded the concrete noun. That is to say, the qualities of the arts that we call ‘avant-garde’—art practice (in its broadest sense) that sought to say something new in its time, to acknowledge the implications and potential of new (including popular, mass) media, to stake a claim for aesthetic autonomy, or to challenge prevailing values—emerged, in ways we shall explore, in the mid-nineteenth century, and were bundled up into an attitude and an aspiration that we call ‘avant-gardism’, before there were enough aesthetically radical artists to make up that community which we call ‘the avant-garde’.

We need also to make a further distinction, this time of definition: between an understanding of ‘the avant-garde’ as referring to some artists but not all—to those, that is, who belong(ed) to that community of aesthetically radical artists—and a notion of art itself as ‘avant-garde’. The first of these is our current understanding, and the one that governs the wide-ranging use of the epithet with which I started. But the second is important too: not only because it preceded our current one historically, but because it relates the idea of ‘avant-garde’ directly to notions of historical progress, of what used to be called ‘the ascent of man’, which have made up the guiding narrative by means of which western societies have made sense of the experience of historical change, for the last 250 years (until, perhaps, very recently, as I shall suggest). It is no accident that the word ‘avant-garde’ is French, because it was the French Revolution of 1789–94 that, more than any other event in European history, brought about that rupture with the past on which the consciousness of change and of ‘modernity’ were founded. And it was in France in the years after the restoration of the monarchy in 1815 that social theorists across the political spectrum most profoundly questioned the legacy of the revolutionary years and, finding the resulting political and social settlement wanting, sought ways of improving upon it—of replacing the fossilized hierarchy of the monarchical regime with a social order more respectful both of individual rights and collective identities. One of the most influential groups on the left of this political spectrum was gathered around Count Henri de Saint-Simon who, shortly before his death in 1825, elaborated a model of a state-technocratic socialism in which society would be led by a triumvirate of professions: the artist, the scientist, and the industrialist. Of these, the artist would be the ‘avant-garde’—and the term was first used in a non-military context, in this way, by Saint-Simon and his group. For them, artists were ‘the men of imagination’, and this revaluation of imagination, as opposed to a reliance on reason that had brought society to its present impasse, was characteristic of much of the social theorizing of the time.

Within twenty years of this Saint-Simonian coinage, however, the use of the term had proliferated in other directions than that of politics alone. By the 1850s wider use of ‘avant-garde’ had spread to the cultural arena, with writers in particular being described with this epithet—but in ways that as yet kept close to the military sense and, in the case of its best-known early coinage, that of the poet Charles Baudelaire, were also clearly negative. In his private notebook of the early 1860s (published posthumously as My Heart Laid Bare) he wrote bitterly of ‘the Frenchman’s passionate predilection for military metaphors’: ‘the poets of combat. The littérateurs of the avant-garde.’ ‘This weakness for military metaphors’, he noted, ‘is a sign of natures that are not themselves militarist, but are made for discipline—that is to say, for conformity.’ Baudelaire’s coinage of the term here is interesting not only for its disdain, but also for the implication that not all writers (‘littérateurs’), not all literature, was ‘avant-garde’, but only some—this marks a shift from the Saint-Simonian idea of ‘art (in its widest sense) as such as avant-garde’ to a new sense of ‘an avant-garde within art’. It marks the emergence of our modern understanding and use of ‘avant-garde’.

An avant-garde within art

The factors were many that contributed to the entrenchment, by the mid-nineteenth century, of the belief in progress as the motor of western societies: the decline of religious belief; the awareness, in the wake of the French Revolution, of the human capacity to bring about fundamental change, for better or worse; the acceleration of fundamental material and social change consequent upon the Industrial Revolution of the same period—above all, the consolidation of the capitalist system into a global marketplace. In their incendiary Communist Manifesto of 1848, Marx and Engels summed up, in a trenchant paragraph, the unprecedented dynamism of this system:

Constant revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned and man is at last compelled to face, with sober senses, his real conditions of life and his relations with his kind.

The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere.

The encroachment of commercial values on all aspects of life that was consequent upon this consolidation of capitalism included all aspects of the cultural practices of its participant societies. This provoked some artists to seek to escape the conventions, the commodification, and the complacencies of an ‘establishment’ art in which those values were inscribed. Writers such as Baudelaire, painters such as Manet found their very existence as members of a materialistic, status-seeking bourgeoisie problematic—their distaste for such values not only alienating them from existing social and artistic institutions but also generating a deeply felt sense of psychic alienation. This treble alienation, it has been argued, was the well-spring of avant-gardism in our modern understanding of it, as an avant-garde within art but separate from other artists and their conventions.

Yet there were other factors.
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