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The Essay on Modernism  

Multiple realities, Internal and External  in Modernist writing 
(with particular focus on Heart of Darkness and The Waste Land)

New beginnings
"On or about December 1910, human character changed." Virginia Woolf wrote this enigmatic sentence in 1924 in her essay Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown. She continues to deliberate further "All human relations shifted, and when human relations change, there is at the same time a change in religion, conduct, politics, and literature." [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Woolf, Virginia; Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown ] 

Virginia Woolf's statement was intentionally provocative and captured the tangible sense of sudden changes that were taking place in society during that time. The first Post-Impressionist exhibition took place at the Grafton Galleries in November 1910, and the British audience was faced with new and innovative art from artists such as Van Gogh, Matisse, Gauguin and Cezanne.
Times were changing, and so were people's attitudes and behaviours. The New century gave rise to new philosophies, ideas and new art and science. Previous parameters that were set by the enlightenment and Victorian era were challenged by artists and writers alike, and their urge to break out from any kind of confinements promoted various experimentations.
Most modernist writers agreed with the notion that there is no one reality, rather we all both create and experience our own versions of reality. Some even questioned whether the term 'reality' was applicable at all.   
This essay is going to explore the concept of 'many realities' and for that purpose focus on two early works of the Modernist era; The Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad and a poem called The Waste Land by T.S Eliot.
The Hearth of Darkness was written in 1889, bridging into Modernism in its content and style. The way the story is told highlights many different realities, external and internal and has been interpreted in many ways. 
T. S Eliot's poem is considered to be the most influential poem of the 20th century. It carries a profound sense of disillusionment for post WW1 Europe and for the modern society and its aspirations.
The Many Faces of Modernism 
Modernism is a vast concept and includes many different movements, not all agreeing with all, some even in contradiction with each other. If there was one common denominator, it was the 'Newness'. Prominent modernist poet and a front leading figure Ezra Pound passionately declared 'Make it new!'[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Pound, Ezra, Modernism and Modernisms, Jeni  Williams, lecture, PP online April 2020] 

In art, outstanding variation and experimentation with style gave birth to post-impressionism and expressionism, cubism, surrealism to name but a few and in architecture movements like Art Deco and Jugend (Germany) sought inspiration from nature and folklorist's romantic mysticism. In contrast, the Bauhaus movement celebrated clean lines and the functional designs in the industrialised mechanical world.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Berman, Marshall, All that is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (London: Verso, 1983). p.23, p.25-27] 

After World War One, even more artists and writers began to seriously question Western civilisation and its criteria for progress. The hypocrisy in religion, class and socio-political structures and traditional dogmas was brought under scrutiny and reflected in art and writing. 
Modernist writers, poets, artist, thinkers and many others abandoned and redefined the inherited 19th-century mindset, templates of thinking and perceiving the world. They rejected what had been in their valiant attempt to make space for different and better visions, not in a romantic illusion but by revealing and showing how they saw the modern world and the overwhelming persuasion of commercialism. Through fragmented verse, cubistic painting, relativism, contradictory points of view, through multiple realities, they showed how the world and its direction was not a world where a human being would flourish.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  The very vocabulary of chaos – disintegration, fragmentation, dislocation – implies a breaking away or breaking apart. But the defining thing in the Modernist mode is not so much that things fall apart but that they fall together (recalling appropriately the derivation of ‘symbol’ from symballein, to throw together ). In Modernism, the centre is seen exerting not a centrifugal but a centripetal force; and consequence is not disintegration but ( as it were ) superintergration. McFarlane, James; ‘The Mind of Modernism’ , Brandbury and McFarlane, eds. Modernisism 1890-1930 ( Harmonworth: Penguin, 1976), p.92] 


A Reaction Against the Industrial Revolution  
The belief in science and technology as a road to safe progression was questioned. Technological advancement heralded both liberation and enslavement. The new century carried a warning of a sterile and hollow world and to counter that artist felt the urge to liberate themselves from constraints of all kinds, whether political, social, gender norm etc. or ideas of form in art and language. 
People's obsession for material wealth was seen to override all other values, and artistic, humanitarian and spiritual ideals were becoming less valid. Many writers and artists of the time reacted strongly against visions of the future world promoted by industrialism, capitalism and fast emerging technological progression combined. 
Horrors of western imperialism and relentless exploitation of third world countries and the false narratives that had been used as a moral escape clause to justify capitalistic greed were exposed by writers of such as  Joseph Conrad, T.S Eliot, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce and Gertrud Stein
Change in literature was not only to do with the subject matter; new styles of writing were experimented. Streams of consciousness, no linear timelines, inner and outer realities, rhythms and images to illustrate an experience rather than a linear storyline with a beginning, a middle and an end.  

The Heart Of Darkness
The Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad is considered to be a literary work presenting early Modernism. This extraordinary novella is one of the most studied books. It can be interpreted as a story of external realities met on a journey to the 'darkest of Africa' but also as an internal psychological story. Even when looking at 'external' and 'internal' traces, there are several possible interpretations available.  
The story is partly based on Conrad own experiences from his travels upon the river Congo in 1880 and as such it is seen to be contributing to growing awareness about the inhumane cruelty in colonised countries practised by a white race in its assumed superiority. On the other hand, African writer Chinua Achebe, who is also an acknowledged literary critic, accuses Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness of racism and stereotyping the African continent and its people.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Achebe, Chinua. "An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's 'Heart of Darkness'" Massachusetts Review. 18. 1977. Rpt. in Heart of Darkness, An Authoritative Text, background and Sources Criticism. 1961. 3rd ed. Ed. Robert Kimbrough, London: W. W Norton and Co., 1988, pp.251-261] 

The Heart of Darkness is seen as one of the first modernist writings concerning both, the style of writing and the subject matter. There is no one reality, and there is no resolve. The story operates on many levels. The Heart of Darkness can be read as a simple story about white men in Congo. We follow pilgrims on the boat down the river exploring an unknown and dangerous territory whilst also witnessing horrors that have been done by white men. It can also be read a description of the inner landscape of a white man full of contradictions and self-justifications, a journey to the Heart of Darkness wherein the unconscious mind of the man real monsters lurk. 
Conrad exposed the false mantel of the 'civilising mission' and 'the white man's burden' and the horrific cruelty and limitless greed that are fuelling imperialism. Marlow, the main protagonist, is telling the tale of his adventures to his fellow passengers on a boat travelling down another river, the river Thames. Marlow's description of Africans demonstrates the contradictive views that people housed at the time. When telling his tale, Marlow utters concerning Africans that 'they were not inhuman'[footnoteRef:6], which is, of course, a horribly racist statement, but he does not see that.   The Africans in the Heart of Darkness are never portraited as individuals like European people are, but as a mass and as such, he has a problem to truly feel empathy for African people.  [6:  Conrad, Joseph. Heart of Darkness. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000). p.20] 

Marlow claims Europeans are not better than Africans, maybe even worst as he is faced with the incomprehensible cruelty of the Belgium regime. In his own narrative about himself, he wants to see himself as a decent white man with fair and just values. His story reveals how he is not a man throughout of character and ethics, but full of contradictions, fractions of views and feelings that don't relate. The story shows itself to be also an internal journey a to the heart of darkness, the darkness of the unconscious mind revealing contradictive and dangerous impulses, racist views under a thin surface of ordered respectability and assumed moral superiority. 
So in one level, the novella can be read as an eye-witnessed description of incomprehensible horrors caused by most vile and cruel Belgium ruler King Leopold 2nd towards the latter part of the 19th century. More importantly, it can be read as a story about the psychology of imperialism. The book tells about some native Congolese people as cannibals but there is no written description of them eating anything apart from a bit of rotten hippo meat thrown overboard by pilgrims. The native people are left starving, so they eat what a white man wouldn't, a lump of rotten and smelly meat. The real cannibal is the all-consuming Western Imperialism. Kurtz  presents an image when he opens his mouth like he could swallow the whole world.[footnoteRef:7] Kurtz very name is a paradox since it translates from German to 'short' but he himself was huge, about 7 feet long. When Joseph Conrad Indicates that Kurtz could be 'cannibalistic' the whole Imperialistic culture including western explorations, is challenged.  [7:  Conrad, Joseph. Heart of Darkness. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000). p.57] 

Many realities and many journeys; first Marlow was travelling up the river to where Kurtz's has his inner station. Then Marlow's journey from Europe to the origin of life, Africa, and back to civilised Europe again. The final journey in Marlow's tale is Kurtz's journey to the underworlds of self-discovery. 
"Anything approaching the change that came over his features I have never seen before, and hope never to see again. Oh, I wasn't touched. I was fascinated. It was as though a veil had been rent. I saw on that ivory face the expression of sombre pride, of ruthless power, of craven terror--of an intense and hopeless despair. Did he live his life again in every detail of desire, temptation, and surrender during that supreme moment of complete knowledge? He cried in a whisper at some image, at some vision--he cried out twice, a cry that was no more than a breath:
'The horror! The horror!'[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Conrad, Joseph. Heart of Darkness. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000). p.103
] 

Conrad leaves us with a question if such situation inevitably creates individuals like Kurtz, who see himself no longer to be subject for moral concepts of society and free to behave as they will., Is our so-called civilisation only a thin layer, and if freed from that how would such men behave?
Conrad explores man's capacity for evil using colonisation as a fertile ground for such an investigation. Issues that he raises are not limited by specific periods of time. He himself was an immigrant, and maybe that made him extra sensitive in modern world where displacement, alienation and not belonging was going to face more and more people.
In the book, an anonymous narrator, in a very neutral manner, is describing events as they take place while main protagonist Marlow is telling his personal story to his fellow passengers, to a lawyer and the accountant. Marlow's storytelling is revealing the hidden chambers of his psyche in a way that takes the reader to a different journey, often uncomfortable and provoking without a resolve.
The Heart of Darkness is also an internal journey of an individual, Marlow, into deep waters of the unconscious mind, unresolved inner psychological conflicts and mythical dream-like scenarios like the Harlequin figure. This mythical image, playful, youthful and glamorous is disappearing into the jungle. Marlow's youthful dream as he as a young man dreamed of glamourous and exciting adventures exploring the 'dark' continent of Africa. 
Conrad offers no solutions but plentiful 'doubt'. His presentation of Africa and its people is no way accurate, more presenting as so-called civilised Europeans viewed Africa during the late Victorian Era. More than a direct description of colonialism per se it opens up what inevitably happens when one group of people impose themselves upon people they perceive as inferior.

The Waste Land 
T.S Eliot wrote his poem The Waste Land after the WW1 and the Spanish flu. The poem reveals history as a myriad of images, all desperate but still carrying hope. No longer so. The images T.S Eliot offers for now and the future have no hope left; the human has run its mile and is now beyond salvation.
The Waste Land opens by stating that 'April is the cruellest month' already there, introducing the first contradiction. In most literature, April is considered to be the first month of the spring full of the promise of new life, sweetness of flowers and birdsong. Awakening after a long winter; but here April is cruel, and the renewal is a not pleasant experience. 
'April is the cruellest month, breeding                                                                                                                                    Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing                                                                                                                       Memory and desire, stirring                                                                                                                     Dull roots with spring rain'[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Eliot, T.S. The Waste Land and Other Poems. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2003) ] 

The poem was revolutionary in its style of writing. It refused to follow any pre-existing rules of writing, in form or rhyme. Its lines are uneven, its quotations in several languages. The very way Eliot constructs the poem reflects the time of grief and disillusionment after the first world war. 
Eliot had a first-hand experience of the war unlike any wars before a whole generation of men were slaughtered with such anonymous machine-like cruelty killing 20 million people directly and leaving more than 20 million wounded. The Spanish flu that directly followed and reaped more than 50 to 100 million people left the world in chaos. It is that chaos this disjointed poem portrays, but not chaos as an isolated phenomenon, chaos as a part of many alternating realities, not in linear time but resonating through ages culminating in post-WW1 world. 
His writing also shows his great distaste for the new commercial dominance, a distaste that he shared with many of his fellow artists. Eliot saw how that influence increasingly took over every aspect of life and reflects that in The Wasteland when he writes about typists and house clerk[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Eliot, T.S. The Waste Land and Other Poems. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2003) ] 

It is possible to read The Waste Land as a collage of evidence against western civilisation through centuries. It is a collage of verbal images that show horror, and it also borrows from The Hearth of Darkness' The horror! The horror!' In Eliot's poem, the surreal London is a city of death souls not at the difference to horror Conrad witnessed in Congo. 
'Unreal City
Under the brown fog of a winter dawn,
A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many
I had not thought death had undone so many.'[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Eliot, T.S. The Waste Land and Other Poems. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2003) 
] 

Eliot refers in his poem to Arthurian quest of the Holy Grail and the legend of the Fisher King and the impotence he suffered, but that could be healed and his wasteland had hope for redemption. 
At first sight, The Waste Land seems not to offer much hope for the future but within it, there are glimpses of something else, like a vision that is antitheses to the wasteland. Like a mirage, it is not tangible and disappears if arrived at. In Eliot's reality, we all are imprisoned, over and over again through fragments of history. We live in an Unreal City and there is no reality, only an absence of it. Yet there is an alluring scent in exactly of that refusal to accept as reality the ghosts of repletion in a world of horrors. 
The Waste Land is the Chimera and to loose what is not that is to have eyes to see The Waste Land, to realise no longer being blinded like the inhabitants of the Unreal City, the workers, the chatterers in the pub, the typist, they don't suffer in their blinded state. 
In Conclusion
Modernist literature was not political literature as such, and it was not trying to offer solutions. It didn't preach to conversion; instead, it strived to provide experiences, fragments of people's internal realities, in the modern changing world full of contradictions.
Many experimentations led nowhere and opened up nothing new. Movements like 'Dadaism' were very contemporary. It lasted only a moment, maybe serving some momentary validity, showing 'meaninglessness of everything' contra the idea of controlled ordered universe inherited promoted by previous epochs.
Nevertheless some movements and some works of art and literature are as valid today as when they were created. Both The Heart of Darkness and The Waste Land belong to that category, not only because of their supreme artistic, literary qualities but also the content of them both.
The Heart of Darkness deep dives into psychological formations of the imperialist mindset. It explores if it is possible to do most horrendous things to other human beings, witness them, know about them and still continue like all would be normal and society decent, civil and sophisticated. It doesn't give answers, only questions and a lingering sense of the very high cost that inevitably follows.
Joseph Conrad's novel can be read in the context of the time it was written in, and we can read Marlow's struggles to trying to make some sense of it all when it doesn't. Marlow is not Conrad yet he was a man of his time, influenced by his time and bound to house similar somewhat suspect views and struggling with it all. That struggle is as relevant today as it was then and the consequences of same imperialist mindset can be witnessed in Aleppo Syria, in countless refuge camps all over the world. Conrad shows us an enemy within. 
Conrad's tale leaves a feeling that if the consciousness of "the heart of darkness" is to be numbed, then the price could be self-amputation of aspects that makes us feel and be compassionate humans.  
Today Eliot's poem seems to have prophetic qualities, or maybe what he and many of his fellow modernists - saw in their time has become so bitingly real in our time. We harvest the results of the trends, some originating from time of these Modernist pioneers, some before (or later) all speeding up into such destruction in the name of progression like an unstoppable machine.   We are standing in the brink of abyss now, and there is no way back as The Waste Land so powerfully shows us.
Yet The Waste land leaves us with a lingering scent, too fragile to define, of another world, like a different dimension. This scent hinted in the Waste Land finds its manifestation in his later poem, in a rose garden of Four Quarters poem
Before the moment in the rose garden, there was a scene in the Waste Land where the love for 'hyacinth girl' reaches beyond her, it is no longer love for the object, but the lover sees into 'the heart of light', a moment and then he loses his vision. 
When reading Eliot's poem, we the readers can arrive into a different state, a state of silence where we might sense a meaning that exists beyond words. My hope is that we, the people of this world, will be brought to this state of silence in the midst of the horrors of our time, and individually, yet together would catch a glimpse of what lies beyond words, our own rose garden.
'Allow but a little consciousness.
To be conscious is not to be in time
But only in time can the moment in the rose-garden,
The moment in the arbour where the rain beat,
The moment in the draughty church at smokefall
Be remembered; involved with past and future.
Only through time time is conquered.'[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Eliot, T.S, Into the Rose Garden https://allpoetry.com/Four-Quartets-1:-Burnt-Norton] 
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