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User’s Guide

This book can be read in a linear fashion, chapter by chapter. However, the reader is invited to read different sections of chapters, or chapters in a different order. If a discussion is building upon points made in another part of the book, that reference is noted.



	Each chapter ends with a summary of the topics discussed.

	The author presumes that the reader has no prior knowledge of texts used as examples.

	References listed at the end of each chapter are kept to a minimum: only texts that are quoted directly are listed.

	Each chapter is followed by suggestions for further reading. These are listed under their corresponding topics covered in the chapter. The reader can regard these suggestions as a next stage of reading.

	Terms in bold are listed and defined in the glossary at the end of this book.

	The reader is encouraged to study the time line in the back of the book for a snapshot of modernism that this book presents at length.






1

What is Modernism?


“DIE in the Past/Live in the Future.”

Mina Loy, Aphorisms on Futurism (1914)




“One must be absolutely modern!”

Arthur Rimbaud, A Season in Hell (1873)




“Literature is news that STAYS news.”

Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading (1934)




“Colonial idiocy will be purified in the welder’s blue flame.”

Suzanne Césaire, “Surrealism and Us” (1943)



This book introduces readers to the basics of modernism. It is addressed to students located throughout the English-speaking world. You, the reader, may be coming to modernism with no prior knowledge of it, studying for an exam in secondary school or university, teaching it for the first time, or seeking to update your seasoned understanding of it. The aim of this book is to provide you with two key tools essential to the study of modernism:




	how to closely read modernist texts and paintings;

	how to contextualize those close readings in the histories, locations and intercultural exchanges that inform modernist works.





How a work of modernist literature or art registers its social, political, intercultural and historical surroundings is subject to much scholarly debate. Accordingly, this book will also inform you about the history and current developments in the study of modernism. In the end, it hopes to persuade you that understanding modernism is a valuable endeavor – despite its sometimes off-putting first encounter – because it will give you a sense of and appreciation for the tectonic shift in social and political relations, philosophy and artistic representation that occurred in the early to mid part of the twentieth century, the reverberations of which are still felt today.

The basic story about modernism goes like this: something extraordinary happened in the arts around the beginning of the twentieth century. This new art was chaotic and fragmented in its form, and allusive and indirect in what it meant. It was often difficult to understand because it was so fragmented, allusive and indirect in what it meant. Though only a small group of artists and writers practiced this groundbreaking art, it gradually became central to the study of the literature and painting during this time period. It came to be called “modernism” – meaning “the new and the now.” Helping to popularize the study of these difficult modernist texts after World War II in the Anglophone (English-speaking) university system, a group of professors and scholars crafted a special kind of expertise – a set of close reading skills and formal analyses that came to be known as New Criticism – and successfully made this method predominate in the teaching of literature. Generations of readers came to see these difficult texts – such as T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, James Joyce’s Ulysses, Ezra Pound’s The Cantos and Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway – as monuments of art and works of modernist genius. And while these works are certainly worth studying, as we will see, we will also discuss how this emphasis on difficult literature obscures from view other kinds of modernist writing underway during this same period of time, the study of which we will be calling “the new modernisms.”

Traditionally, modernist scholars consider the period 1890–1910 as the prehistory of modernism, when only a few artists and writers, mostly in France, experimented with new forms. (In recent decades, this period has been stretched back to 1850 to include poet Charles Baudelaire and novelist Gustave Flaubert.) The period between 1910–30 is called “high” modernism and denotes the time when the most recognizably modernist works, such as Ulysses and The Waste Land, were created. Finally, “late” modernism, 1930–55, supposes modernism’s gradual extinction in favor of postmodernism. Even under this traditional periodizing rubric of modernism, certain disciplines – modernist architecture, for example – have always challenged this time frame. International-style modernist architecture arguably held sway until around 1972, when Robert Venturi published Learning from Las Vegas: The Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form, a book that embraced post- modernist styles (for a discussion of postmodernism, see the Afterword).

Given this story, it is likely that if you have any previous conception at all regarding what modernism is, you probably assume that modernism is difficult and that we need to study the important “high” modernist texts and paintings carefully in order to decipher their meanings. To give you a sense of modernism as it is understood this way, we will begin this chapter with a close reading of portions of the canonical masterpiece of modernist poetry, The Waste Land by T. S. Eliot (1922), followed by an examination of the visual abstractions of cubism, as demonstrated in Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907), the breakthrough painting by Pablo Picasso. While the emphasis in this book is on modernist literature, we will occasionally use painting as a visual teaching tool. For instance, we turn to Picasso’s painting in order to understand important formal qualities of modernist literature and painting, especially in terms of how they differ from realist representation. Realism is a mode of literary and artistic representation that aims to convey its subject matter in a faithful or true-to-life manner. (Although we are here distinguishing realism from modernism in order to define modernist formal qualities, the two terms, “modernism” and “realism,” are not mutually exclusive, as we will discuss in Chapter 4.)

Then we will consider our second point: why it is no longer sufficient to think of modernism as strictly the domain of experimental art by white European men, with perhaps a sprinkling of experimental women artists, such as Virginia Woolf or Gertrude Stein, thrown into the mix. For those readers whose interest lies primarily with the canon of modernist authors, you are invited to consult the “further reading” section at the end of this chapter for introductions to modernism that concentrate on difficult “high modernist” texts and paintings. A strict emphasis on the canon, however, curtails a fuller understanding of how modernism took place in many locations and in many forms. It misses the forest for a few difficult trees. Modernism: The Basics is different from other introductions to modernism because it includes the most recent developments in the study of modernism, what are often called “the new modernisms.” In short, our emphasis on “the new modernisms” reflects the growing awareness that modernism arose around much of the world, often through social movements (such as women’s, labor and national independence movements), and during an ongoing period of great technological, economic and political change. New media – print, sound, visual and communication technologies – also transformed how artists and writers saw the possibilities of their art. This dynamic version of modernism will show the reader that there are many kinds of modernism, sometimes at odds with one another, but often sharing similar concerns and formal inventions.

The word modernism derives from the Latin modernus (modo, “just now”); it relates to “mode,” or fashionable novelty, as well as to a break from tradition, the orthodox or inherited way of doing things (Latham and Rogers 19). How did modernists “make it new,” as the poet Ezra Pound termed it? To understand the formal techniques and content of the “newness” of modernism, we need to extend our understanding of the contexts in which modernism arose. By contexts, we mean the various conditions in which a text is produced: how, when, where, why and by whom was it written or painted? In exploring the many historical, conceptual and locational contexts of modernism, the reader will learn that modernism:




	arose through intercultural borrowings;

	travels around the world and takes different forms in different locations;

	expresses forces “from below,” whether new media, popular culture, or social movements.




Of course, it is impossible to cover fully these developments or to discuss modernism as if it were a single “thing.” Modernism, a notoriously vague and slippery term, can denote many different things. It has been used to designate a historical period (usually 1890–1940), an experimental form of artistic production, and a rethinking of all aspects of life, from industrialization to religion and from sexuality to interior design. To manage this complexity, this book introduces the reader to one possible way of mapping the vast terrain of modernism: with an attention to the “histories,” “forms” and “concepts” of modernism. In addition, this particular map refers the reader to other sources so that you can choose to focus on one point, widen your gaze or find a different map, depending on your interests.


Close Reading: The Waste Land and Les Demoiselles D’avignon

Close reading refers to the activity of carefully analyzing a text or painting in strictly its own terms: content, language, style and form. This critical practice began after World War I in Anglo-American literary institutions in order to assess how a work of art creates meaning in ways that go beyond “mere” words. Let’s see how this activity works by closely reading a section of The Waste Land, a long poem that served as a preeminent cultural resource for the development of close reading techniques and for the initial Anglo-American definition of modernism. We take the following quotation from Section Two, “A Game of Chess.” In this scene, the narrator describes a painting hung above a fireplace in a sitting room in early twentieth-century London (when poetry describes a painting, it is often called ekphrasis):




Above the antique mantel was displayed

As though a window gave upon the sylvan scene

The change of Philomel, by the barbarous king

So rudely forced; yet there the nightingale

Filled all the desert with inviolable voice

And still she cried, and still the world pursues,

“Jug Jug” to dirty ears.

(8, #97–103)




At a first read, this quotation seems almost illegible, so densely packed are its literary allusions to other poems, sparked by the narrator’s reflections as he/she gazes at the painting. The allusions, once we understand them, will allow us to perceive the underlying conceptual and formal structures, or what Eliot calls the “mythical method” (178). Eliot explained this method while reviewing James Joyce’s experimental novel Ulysses, but critics have often pointed out that this method equally applies to Eliot’s The Waste Land. Let’s begin: above the old-fashioned fireplace, the narrator sees a picture of Philomela changed into a nightingale, a story told by the Latin poet Ovid (43 BCE–17 CE) in The Metamorphosis, an allusion that Eliot makes explicit for the reader in a footnote. “As though a window gave” suggests a sudden, unexpected glimpse of paradise that brings a moment of relief to the narrator. But “sylvan scene,” an allusion to Milton’s Paradise Lost, Book 4, darkens the mood because it describes Satan’s approach to Eden and prefigures the fall of humankind from paradise. It also describes the narrator’s disillusioned state in present-day Europe, just after the First World War, and his/her own sexual sterility and paralysis. The narrator’s despair is mirrored by Philomela’s song. Though she was changed into a nightingale after her rape and mutilation (her tongue was cut off) by the barbarous King Tereus, she nevertheless sings of her woes: her voice is inviolable; it won’t be silenced. The desolation and sterility of her song is suggested by the use of “desert” rather than paradise and “cried” rather than “sang.” With the use of the adverb “still” twice in the last two lines, the poem flashes forward from the myths of antiquity to the present moment. The world, like the barbarous king, still pursues – and violently destroys – beauty and nature. “Jug Jug,” though a conventional Elizabethan poetic reference to the nightingale’s song, hardly sounds like a beautiful, if mournful, song. It suggests a vaguely sexual, threatening and vulgar sensibility, especially because “dirty ears” are hearing her song in this way. The courage and beauty of Philomela’s song is negated by its sordid reception by the current state of civilization. (See also Wilson 92–93.)

There is much more that we can closely read and analyze in this quotation. We could pay attention to line breaks, noting where a statement seems to hang in the balance and how the breaks leave the reader to imagine what the poem does not say, such as the actual violation of Philomela. We could note that the diction, or the way in which the poem says what it says, is generally commonplace. Outside of classical and Renaissance allusions, the language is neither frilly nor archaic. The meter is in iambic pentameter, a traditional poetic form, something that much of the rest of the poem rejects. The last line, beginning with “Jug Jug,” is shorter, jarring the reader awake with its opening spondaic (long, long) foot, suggesting in formal terms what the words also convey: that the unlettered masses who now dominate Western European societies disregard high culture. Their conversations, rendered in free verse (vers libre), which is unmetered and uses colloquial or ordinary speech, in the next part of the poem, also testify to this fact. Now, let’s take these raw analytic materials and make some observations about what seems particularly modernist about this poem.

The first thing we might note is the extraordinary compression in these lines. An early (1931) explicator of modernist poetry, Edmund Wilson, quantifies this compression:



In a poem of only four hundred and three lines (to which are added, however, seven pages of notes), [Eliot] manages to include quotations from, allusions to, or imitations of, at least thirty-five different writers (some of them, such as Shakespeare and Dante, laid under contribution several times) – as well as several popular songs; and to introduce passages in six foreign languages, including Sanskrit.

(93–94)




Why such dense allusiveness, and what makes this technique modernist? In a 1932 essay, F. R. Leavis argues that “the seeming disjointedness” related to Eliot’s allusions and abrupt jumps in time, place and reference “reflect the present state of civilization” (173–74). In this, he is echoing Eliot’s own words in “The Metaphysical Poets” (1921) where Eliot states that the “variety and complexity” of the contemporary world necessitates that the poet be “more comprehensive” by referencing other works of art and culture, and more indirect in order “to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into meaning” (65). This modernist fragmentation is a response to an increasingly chaotic, unknowable world in which the coherence of any one culture and any single narrative is irrevocably lost. (For more on this topic, see Chapter 3, “Histories.”) The speaker in Eliot’s poem openly admits this state of affairs at the poem’s conclusion in a self-conscious statement: “These fragments I have shored against my ruins” (20, #430). The quotation above, then, is modernist in its use of the technique of displacement (the breaking of continuous time and space) and dissonance (the discordant or jarring juxtaposition of classical and popular references) as the narrator gazes at a picture of a nightingale, relates it to poetry by Milton (1608–74) and Ovid, and jumps to the present time in order to despair at its violent and vulgar state.

Eliot calls this technique the “mythical method,” a way of writing that “manipulate[s] a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity” (177). As he famously put it, the mythical method serves as “a way of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history” (177). We’ll explore in Chapter 3 why many modernists felt that the present was anarchic and futile, but for now we’ll emphasize the formal, structuring quality of this method. In comparing the present with the classical past, Eliot creates a sense of simultaneity that monumentalizes the present by comparing it to – and even reanimating – the classical past to make it live in the present. This method bypasses the logic of cause and effect. In jumping quickly between times and places, Eliot’s poetry is fleeting, fragmentary and, as such, evokes a series of dreamlike, indefinite sensations and impressions rather than facts, evidence and narrative causality (first this happened, and then that happened). Facts, evidence and narrative causality are hallmarks of realism, a literary and painterly technique, as mentioned earlier, that attempts to imitate a rational, empirically experienced and knowable social world: what you see is what there is, true to life. In contrast, Eliot says that the mythical method “is a step toward making the modern world possible for art” (178). For him, as for many modernists, the real world is too fragmented, irrational and chaotic to be mirrored by realism. Myth provides form, a way of shaping the complexity, scale and diversity of the modern world into something recognizable. In the example above, mythic form – the rape of Philomela, the fall from Eden and the desecration of art – says something poetic about post-World War I Europe.

In order to visualize modernist conceptual and formal structures, we will turn next to another difficult modernist work, Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (see Figure 1.1). This painting is remarkable because of its shocking content – a group portrait of five nude prostitutes – and its striking formal innovation – Picasso Africanized the women’s faces, painting them as masks arrayed in



[image: Figure 1.1 Pablo Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907 (Museum of Modern Art)]
Figure 1.1 Pablo Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907 (Museum of Modern Art)





geometrical, dehumanized shapes. We also see the front and side of the women’s faces at once, a technique that suggests the simultaneity of multiple perspectives. Also note the flatness of the pictorial surface. The radical foreshortening of the background refuses a vanishing point by which to orient the viewer. The vanishing point, also called Renaissance perspective, gives the illusion of pictorial depth, a realist technique that mirrors the three-dimensionality (depth, height and width) in which we inhabit the world. Picasso instead emphasizes the flat two-dimensionality of the actual canvas. He reduces the women’s bodies and their bordello to a linear grid, fracturing and abstracting the bodies and surrounding space into multiple, angular “cubes.” The colors in the painting (that we cannot see in our black and white version) likewise do not reflect a realistic portrayal of the subject matter. Vivid green and blues suggest an emotion or sensation on the part of the painter, conveyed only indirectly to the viewer. Guillaume Apollinaire (1880–1918), an early spokesperson for cubism (the name for the style of painting exemplified by Les Demoiselles), explains,



Verisimilitude [life-likeness] no longer has any importance, for the artist sacrifices everything to the composition of his picture. The subject no longer counts, or if it counts, it counts for very little. […] The new painters provide their admirers with artistic sensations due exclusively to the harmony of lights and shades and independent of the subject depicted in the picture.

(186–87)




Cubist painting, as Apollinaire describes it, is autonomous, free from slavishly representing reality. Instead, the viewer, much as he/she reads the compressed play of allusions in The Waste Land, perceives various shapes and colors on the canvas and experiences sensations of beauty, repulsion, desire, fear or sadness. The artistic or textual object is the focus, not what it represents.

Picasso’s superimposition of African masks onto the prostitutes who stand and squat in aggressive, sexualized poses suggests a correlation with Eliot’s mythical method. The geometric, dark, hard masks contrast with the soft, pink flesh of the women and the white folds of drapery. We experience dissonance, a lack of harmony and continuity, in this contrast. We also feel compression as continuous time and space are fragmented and displaced. The African masks and prostitutes conjoin without rational explanation or causation for the strange mixture. Early twentieth-century European women are juxtaposed with what was then believed to be “primitive” tribal objects. Primitivism describes the way in which Europeans exoticized Africans and other non-Western peoples. Because Africans were believed to be less civilized than Europeans, they were thought to act mainly from instinctual impulses, and, not having an Enlightenment or scientific worldview, acted from a belief in magic. Picasso later recounted the genesis of Les Demoiselles as a desire for the supernatural:



The Negro pieces were intercesseurs [intercessors between humans and the supernatural], mediators. […] They were against everything – against the unknown, threatening spirits. I always looked at fetishes. I understood; I too am against everything. I too believe that everything is unknown, that everything is an enemy!

(qtd. in Seckel 219)





He understood painting to be a form of magic that both confronts and wards off humanity’s deepest fears. It is, he says, “a way of seizing the power by giving form to our terrors as well as our desires” (qtd. in Seckel 220). Analogous to how Eliot used classical myths to ward off the “futility and anarchy that is contemporary history,” Picasso used African masks to protect from the terror of reality (Eliot, 177). But more than allowing Picasso to exorcise his fears (including his fears of female sexuality) as the myth of primitivism suggests, the masks interrupt realistic representation. They stand between the artist and the world and provide a form that is geometrical, abstract, and seemingly outside the flux of history. African art was a singular transformative influence on Picasso because it possesses what art critic Clive Bell called “significant form”: “a combination of lines and colours […] that moves [the viewer] aesthetically” (20). Non-European art profoundly shaped modernism.


Summary

Close reading involves: (1) analyzing how a text or painting makes meaning (for example, we discussed Eliot’s and Picasso’s juxtapositions, displacement, allusions, color, geometrical form); and (2) thinking about why the text or painting does what it does. What is its meaning?






What is Modernism, then and now?

There are two questions for determining what modernism is:




	What are the specific objects (paintings, poems, novels, plays) that critics consider to be modernist?

	What are the criteria for judging those objects to be modernist?



The prevailing definition of modernism that held sway at least until the 1980s focused on the criterion of difficulty. The canon consisted of experimental forms of poetry, prose and painting chosen for their difficulty. They are densely allusive, fragmented and abstract, as we have seen in reading The Waste Land and Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. The early creators of close reading techniques would probably chide me for telling you, in step two of the summary above, that you need to consider why a text or painting does what it does. An early proponent of close reading, Cleanth Brooks, might have accused me of “the heresy of paraphrase” by which he meant that a modernist painting or poem cannot be summarized in a prosaic statement of what it means. Instead, according to him, the reader must attend strictly to how the poem’s parts render a unified aesthetic experience, a sensation of beauty or experience of emotion that cannot be adequately described by words. Reading difficult poems or prose, therefore, became something like having a religious experience, only instead of encountering the Divine, the reader is suffused with beauty or with a specific emotion. The same inventors of close reading techniques, not coincidentally, were also the critics most responsible for inventing what initially passed as modernism.

In the past few decades, prevailing understandings of modernism have expanded to include many other kinds of writing and painting besides ones deemed difficult. The newly expanded understanding of modernism falls under the rubric of the “new modernisms.” In fact, two critics have recently put it thus: “There’s no such thing as modernism – no singular definition capable of bringing order to the diverse, multitude of creators, manifestos, practices, and politics that have been variously constellated around this enigmatic term” (Latham and Rogers 1). Modernism has meant, and continues to mean, many different things to many different people, depending on the criteria they use and the objects they select. We will next take a look at how the definition of modernism has changed over the past century so that you, the reader, can better understand why this book is giving you the basics of modernism in terms besides that of difficulty.

The artistic term modernism was first deployed in reference to experimental French visual art circles, the bohemian subcultures of the 1850s and 1860s, and its use soon spread to French avant-garde poets and prose writers. In 1873, the French poet Arthur Rimbaud declared that one must be “absolutely modern!” The term traveled across the English Channel, most notably in 1908 when poet and critic T. E. Hulme, in his “Lecture on Modern Poetry,” announced that he had “no reverence for tradition,” and spoke “from [a] standpoint of extreme modernism” (260, 67). He was, as Latham and Rogers put it, “the first poet-critic to begin sketching what modernism might mean as a formal concept or movement in English-language literature” (25). Prefiguring what Eliot was to do in The Waste Land, Hulme advocated a poetics of geometrical art: impersonal and “virile” in its hard-nosed juxtaposition of past and present and utilizing dissonant, antagonistic materials. Modernist poetry, as Hulme envisioned it, should emulate sculpture in its static, formal properties. Young, aspiring poets and writers, especially Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot and Wyndham Lewis, soon began producing this kind of modernist writing.

It was this formal quality that, over the course of the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, would be emphasized as modernist to the exclusion of many other kinds of aesthetic expression. Already in 1927, poets Laura Riding and Robert Graves singled out the new formal poetry for special consideration as “modernist” in A Survey of Modernist Poetry. They explained that modernist poetry is difficult because their authors were reacting against “rules made by the reading public” of the late nineteenth century (83). They believed that modernist poets were rebelling against a profit-driven literary marketplace by creating poems that were art objects, free from worldly concerns, including money, morality and politics. (For more on the autonomy of art, see Chapter 2.) In 1938, Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren published Understanding Poetry in which they enshrined the “great” works of modernist poetry – works by Pound, Eliot, H. D. (Hilda Doolittle) and E. E. Cummings – when they included them with poetry by Shakespeare, Pope and Keats in order to study poetic technique. Though many kinds of written expression were unfolding in this historical period, these writers were singled out from the wider field, and modernism was “officially” limited to formally experimental and difficult writers (Latham and Rogers 50).

With its emphasis on closely reading formal innovations, bracketed from historical and other contexts, the modernist movement, by 1960, had become moribund, a victim of its own success, and it took its place as yet another part of literary and artistic tradition. Harry Levin’s retrospective essay, “What was Modernism?” (1960), comments on a new apartment complex in New York City called The Picasso. Rather than repelling its prospective tenants by invoking images of “collapsible staircases” and “neighbors with double faces and blue-green complexions,” “Picasso” now provides a “warrant of domestic respectability” (609). Modernism, as the New Critics (such as Brooks and Warren) had mapped it, had definitely lost its edge.

During the 1980s, 1990s and into the twenty-first century, teachers and scholars of modernism rebelled against the narrow confines of experimental form and insisted on putting those forms (and others) into widened contexts: popular culture (film, music, fashion and new entertainments), new technologies, literary and artistic salons, little magazines, anthologies and exhibitions. This expanded understanding of modernist innovation has extended into interdisciplinary studies that conjoin fields such as dance, architecture, design, philosophy, linguistics, science, anthropology, psychology, everyday life and others. They also began discussing modernist content that reflected other groups of people (women, workers, colonized people and people of color) who wrote about their lives during the modern-ist period. As a result, even difficult writers like T. S. Eliot became more enlivened as critics began discussing his “high” modernism in relation to popular culture: jazz, vaudeville, pornography, black vernacular speech, among other popular sources.

Beginning in the 1990s, critics also became attentive to the ways in which modernism has always been a worldwide phenomenon. Not only was modernism influenced by other cultures (as we saw above with Picasso’s African masks), it was also profoundly shaped by the massive imperial expansion of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The Waste Land, for instance, in an early draft, began with an epigram – “the horror, the horror” – from Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, a novella that declared the colonization of Africa a misguided and fantastic “idea.” Its narrator, Marlow, says of his experience in colonial Africa, “I’ve never seen anything so unreal in my life” (27). Eliot, too, at the end of his poem, calls imperial civilizations (the centers of empire) “unreal” and doomed to fall: “Jerusalem Athens Alexandria/Vienna London/Unreal” (17–18, #374–76). The poem looks to the East, specifically to the Upanishads of Hinduism, for relief. Its final words are “Shantih, shantih, shantih” (glossed by Eliot as “the Peace which passeth understanding”; 20, #433 and 26). In ending this poem with a sacred text of India, is Eliot participating in the imperial project that Conrad decries? A lively debate continues today concerning the relation of modernism to a worldwide modernity and whether the spread of modernism is itself an aspect of Westernization. Does modernism blot out other cultures, histories, languages and other ways of living? In order to begin to answer this question, we will give careful consideration to context as we map how modernism travels in this book.

Though what counts as modernism has grown, we can still define a central preoccupation among all its practitioners, no matter to what group or location they may belong. This shared concern comprises the first part of our working definition of modernism that I borrow from Pericles Lewis (xviii).




Definition, part one: modernism is “a crisis in the ability of the arts to represent reality”



We will be using this definition – a crisis in representation – as a means to map modernism. This crisis was both a crisis in what could be represented (content) and in how it could be represented (form). We will examine in detail the change in content in Chapter 3, “Histories,” and the change in form in Chapter 4, “Forms.” But it’s also important to know that modernists adapted both the content and form of art in varying combinations to keep up with the pace of change. The importance of this fact lies in the modernists’ self-conscious break with the past. As mentioned earlier, the term modern means “now” as opposed to the past of tradition. It is a narrative category, a story one tells about a way of life: we used to do things in a traditional manner; now we do them differently. Because this narrative can be filled with different content depending on its location and history, modernism can be identified according to flexible formal and historical rubrics. This narrative coherence (then versus now) presents modernism in all of its richness and complexity, even as the break itself – how is now different from then? – comes to mean many different things (Ross and Lindgren 2).

One key question for students who are exploring how modernism spans the globe is how to talk about modernism when it takes so many different forms. Even the term “modernism” is not always the preferred term for crises in the ability of the arts to represent reality across different geographic and linguistic traditions. For instance, in the Spanish language, Nicaraguan poet Rubén Dario first coined the term modernismo in 1888 in reference to Latin American symbolist poetry and as a declaration of cultural autonomy from Europe. The French prefer the term avant-garde, the Germans Expressionismus, the Italians decadentismo to refer to what we call modernism in the English language (P. Lewis viii). And when the term moves outside the Western context, “modernism” becomes even trickier to use, given that it carries with it the history and prestige of the term as a European phenomenon. In Asia, as Eric Hayot explains, the “terms for ‘modernism’ and ‘modernist’ appear in Asia initially as transcriptions rather than as translations: modeng in 1930s China, modanizumu in Japan” (152). Rather than translate “modernism” into an already existing Asian tradition, the lack of translation signals its trendy foreignness, similar to how the French term chic registers in predominantly English-speaking countries as French style and sophistication that has no equivalent in Anglophone countries. The prestige of modernism, he argues, is inseparable from the prestige and power of Western Europe at this time. This imitative absorption of a European trend will be discussed in the Afterword, but, for now, it is enough to say that the term “modernism” carries with it the history of uneven power dynamics between the West and other regions of the world, and that history can make the term tricky to use in non-Western contexts.

As the variations in the term “modernism” indicate, the story of how modernism arose in each particular location differs greatly, too.
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